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Chapter One


 


 


Lauren


 


“Run!”


The call was almost buried beneath the screeching roar
echoing around us. I scrambled to get over the same man-sized boulders we
climbed over only a short time earlier. Hands wrapped around my waist and
tossed me forward. I landed on my hands and knees in centuries old dust.


Boots landed beside me and then I was hauled back to my
feet. I caught a glimpse of a 10 blazing golden in the shadows of the light
cast by our flashlights before Mathias propelled me forward again. “Keep
going,” came his terse command.


Risking a glance behind, my heart jumped into my throat as I
caught a glimpse of the griffin’s blazing 8. And, it wasn’t alone anymore.
“Mathias, there’s more of them.”


“Yes. I know. Keep running.” Even the delicious sounds of
his British accent couldn’t hide the hint of worry in his clipped words.


Another screeching roar sounded behind us. It was joined and
amplified by at least three more. I winced at the almost overwhelming sound
even as I desperately tried to urge my legs to move faster. We had to get aboveground
and fast. Mathias could have outrun me easily, but he stayed on my heels
pushing me to keep going even as my lungs screamed and my legs burned.


Coming to Rhodes may have been a bad idea. As the griffins
roared again, I flinched. Scratch that, coming to Rhodes was mostly definitely
a bad idea. The worst actually.


The smooth floor grew slick with moisture. If I had any
breath to spare, I would have cheered. We were close to the way out now. Out of
the tunnels and chambers that were built around the one time Colossus and away
from the angry guardians we had disturbed. Finally.


My cheer vanished as soon as I rounded the bend and my
bouncing flashlight caught on the door. Or where the door should have been. Oh
no. I skidded to a halt in front of a collapsed segment of rock. The faded
carving of an eye almost as tall as me stared mockingly.


Mathias slid to a halt beside me, bracing a hand against the
faded eye as he lifted his flashlight to pan across the obstruction. I joined
him, hand and light shaking, as I struggled to catch my breath. Stone was all I
could see, then Mathias raised his arm. “There! There’s still room at the top.
We can wriggle through.” The griffins screeched again and a look of annoyance
skittered across his face as he glanced behind us. “We need to hurry. Come on.”


I was not looking forward to the climb. The eye itself was
as tall as my own five foot two height and the stone surrounding it was easily
another two feet up. And the gap Mathias had pointed out appeared to be
extremely close to the tunnel’s ceiling. A griffin screeched and I put my foot
in Mathias’ cupped hands, allowing him to boost me up.


Scrabbling for handholds, I ignored the way the flashlight
bounced on my wrist banging into my arm. I could hear the rustle of the griffins’
feathered wings as they brushed against each other and the walls of the tunnel.
I hauled myself up the stone, using the shallow divots and slashes to pull
myself closer to the top. I had almost reached the gap when my right foot
slipped. I gasped and then hissed as I banged my chin against the stone.


A hand braced against my backside and shoved me up. I
scrambled to find a handhold in the gap as my boots kept slipping. The helping
hand moved from my backside to gripping the back of my shirt and jacket.
Mathias grunted as he hauled us both up. For some insane reason, I looked down.


My breath caught in my throat as two griffins leaped at us.
Their talons just missing Mathias’ feet. Their round yellow eyes fixed on me
like a hawk on some hapless field mouse. They leapt again, beating their wings
slightly. Mathias’ grip on my jacket tightened, and he pulled just as the
toehold I’d managed to find crumbled. An involuntary cry ripped from my throat
as my right hand slipped. I was dangling by a hand and Mathias’ hold on my
jacket and shirt, which were bunching rather uncomfortably and leaving most of
my torso completely exposed.


The griffins leaped only to be knocked down by the
overenthusiastic arrival of their brethren. As the griffins snapped their beaks
and hissed at each other, Mathias let go of my jacket and grasped my free arm.
At his nod, I let go of my crumbling handhold. Bracing my feet against the
stone, I bounced up as hard as I could while Mathias pulled me by the arm.


I heard talons scratching stone as I was unceremoniously
shoved through the narrow gap headfirst. The stone scraped against my still
exposed belly and damp soil crumbled against my back. I yelped as the stone
abruptly gave away, and I fell into empty air. The yelp was beaten out of me as
I landed on my back in dirt and a puddle. Just to add insult to injury, no
doubt. There was a scrape and then I rolled to the side as Mathias landed on
his feet . . . in the puddle, succeeding in splashing me. As the beam from his
flashlight landed on me, I raised a hand. “Not one word.”


He coughed and then cleared his throat as he dropped into a
crouch beside me. “All right, love?”


I managed a nod. “Just peachy.” I groaned as Mathias helped
me to my feet. My clothes were soaked, stomach and back both scraped, and every
fiber of my body ached. I shone my flashlight up at the gap only to jump when a
griffin’s talons flashed into sight. Turning back to Mathias, I said, “Let’s
get out of here.”


I leaned against Mathias who must have been at least a
little worried about that last fall since he had shortened his stride
considerably. For the moment, I didn’t need to take three steps to his every
one. Something that was usually the norm considering the fact that Mathias’
long lean frame towered over mine by a foot. I drew a breath as I kept an eye
out for any more numbers, as unlikely as it seemed that they would appear since
we had left the griffins behind.


My name is Lauren Hope . . . and I’m what’s called a
Spotter. I spot the people who are or can be threats because I see numbers
floating over their heads that indicate their threat potential. The higher the
number, the more dangerous the person and the greater the threat. No other type
of paranormal had this ability and that made it a very dangerous gift to have
given the fact that there were just as many people who would love to control me
as there were those who would kill me to keep their deadliness secret. I spent
my life in hiding, keeping my head down, until the day Mathias had shown up at
Halliman’s, the premier PR firm for the paranormal community, on loan from
Weard Enterprises the preeminent security company in both paranormal and norm
society.


Technically, he had been sent there to flush me out of
hiding since Weard was now in the business of openly hunting innocent
paranormals for their unique abilities. We had been on the run almost a full
year, fleeing across the States and then to Scotland where I learned the truth
about Mathias’ own unique abilities. He was the last of the Myrmidons, meaning
Mathias shouldn’t even exist, and there were many who would kill him out of
fear if they knew he was of the same species as the infamous Achilles. But, the
only Ten I’d ever met was also the only man who had seen anything of worth in
me.


When Mathias’ heritage tried to claim a deadly price on him,
I ended up returning the favor by participating in the Trials of Achilles to
save his life. And, becoming his bride. It might have started as two people on
the run, but somewhere along the way attraction turned to love. Love and
marriage to a Ten was something I would have said was absolute lunacy to
suggest when I was living and working in Olympia, Washington.


“There’s the opening.” Mathias’ voice was low and I felt him
squeeze my shoulder before he asked, “Where were you just now?”


“Wondering how I ever would have survived this last year
without you around,” I murmured.


He turned off his flashlight but didn’t move away as he said
softly and with complete confidence, “You would have found a way, Lauren. You
survived just fine before we crossed paths.”


Brushing damp hair out of my eyes, I swallowed a retort as
Mathias slipped ahead of me. Sure, I had survived but I hadn’t been living
until I went on the run with him. No doubt, one of the worst ways to get to the
point of actually living instead of just surviving and I wouldn’t trade it if
it meant giving up Mathias. After a tension filled minute, I heard him call my
name. I kept my flashlight on and pointed directly toward the ground until I
found Mathias’ shadow.


Only then did I turn off the light and reach out blindly.
Mathias’ warm hand swallowed mine, and I let him guide me through the broken
bits of stone and pottery that littered the tunnel’s mouth. Finally, I could
feel the salt-laden breeze from the ocean and then the sweeping light from the
lighthouse overhead cast ribbons of light across the dark waves. The rocks were
slick from the growing waves, and it took some effort to avoid twisting my
ankle or falling again. The Fortress of St. Nicholas with its lighthouse towered
above us as we continued creeping along the base of its walls facing the ocean
instead of Mandraki port proper. The city and island
of Rhodes drew tourists even as summer neared its end.


Mathias pulled me to a halt and we waited for the
lighthouse’s lantern to pass over us before we climbed down to the waterline.
The small motorboat we’d borrowed earlier still bobbed on the rolling waves.
Mathias helped me in and then followed, steering our little boat out from the
rocks and around the harbor point to enter the mouth. My hair whipped around in
the breeze, threatening to blind me and making me wish I hadn’t lost my head
shawl when we first started running from the griffin. 


My Turkish heritage gifted me with dark features and an
olive-toned complexion, which allowed me to blend in with countries all over
Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and the Mediterranean. Adding a head shawl had
become a habit, especially when we were so close to Turkey, and it was
especially useful when Weard Enterprises spread pictures of me on the
paranormal news outlets while labeling me as a rogue Spotter and offering a
reward for my capture. Fortunately, I had a few tricks to keep from being too
noticeable. I glanced back at Mathias and the 10 floating above his head. He
noticed my gaze, and then nodded to the dock as he angled for one of the boat
slips.


Once I was standing on the dock, every ache and scrape I had
gained decided to announce their presence loudly. The skin on my stomach stung
with enough force that I probably scraped some skin off. Mathias hooked his arm
around my shoulders pulling me close as he whispered in my ear, “Keep walking,
sweetheart. We need to get to camp. Can you make it?”


The thought of hiking thirty minutes to the glamoured safe
house on the acropolis was unpleasant. But, I nodded. “I can make it. It’s just
bruises.”


He must not have believed me because when we left the harbor
he immediately hailed a cab. The driver was only a 3 and apparently spoke only
Greek, which was not one of the languages I had ever practiced. Mathias gave
him instructions of some sort, and the cab started wending its way down the
streets and through the medieval Old Town. I glanced out the window to look at
the square towers of the gothic castle looming over us. The Kastello
or the Palace of the Grand Master of the Knights of Rhodes kept silent vigil
over both the medieval portion of Rhodes and the former military port of Mandraki. It also happened to stand over the final resting
place of the Colossus of Rhodes. Unfortunately, the only way in was through a
tunnel opening under the harbor fortress and then beneath the water to long
buried and mostly forgotten shrines that were built around the Colossus after
it collapsed due to an earthquake. This was the main reason I hadn’t expected
to run across a griffin down there, much less an entire clutch of them.


The cab stopped far too soon and then Mathias was helping me
out. We stood in front of the Kastello. I stared up
at it with confusion and wariness churning in my gut. As the cab drove away, I
glared up at Mathias. “I am not going in there.”


The corner of his mouth twitched and I could hear the barest
trace of amusement in his voice as he asked, “Why not?”


“There’s probably a dragon prince in there, and I have met
too many of them already.”


“You’ve only met three.”


Three dragon princes who, by virtue of being royal dragons,
had been able to identify me as a Spotter as soon as they laid eyes on me. Not
to mention the fact that every single one of them had been a 9. I frowned at
Mathias. “The first one was one too many dragons for me. Where are we going?”


Mathias chuckled. “To catch another cab.” His amusement
faded as he glanced down at me, then reached out to straighten my jacket. “I
want to get a bit closer before walking.”


There was apparently a strategy to taking a total of three
cabs before walking the remaining way up the terraces that made up the
Acropolis of Rhodes. Our safe house was tucked unseen between the terraces and
stone steps leading from the smaller theater or odeon
to the restored temple of Pythian Apollo. We stepped through the glamour to
find the small house that had been partially constructed around a shallow cave.
The amenities available were certainly better than one might expect from such
accommodations, including a tub that was carved into the rock itself along with
water from underground thermal springs.


I was still in the tub when Mathias called my name. I opened
an eye as he perched on the wide edge of the tub. For once he didn’t tease or
flirt. If anything, he looked . . . worried. “That did not go as planned.”


“The griffins were a surprise,” I murmured. “And, still
nothing of the crown.” I opened both eyes as a horrible thought occurred to me.
“What if Weard has them?”


“I don’t think they do.”


Somehow even the comfortable heat of the thermal waters
wasn’t enough to keep a chill from running down my spine at the thought of
Weard and the rogue dragon we believed was now in command getting their hands on
any of the crown pieces. It would be a disaster. The Crown of Nimrod was some
sort of ancient artifact and weapon originally created by both the Fae and the
dragons and wielded by a Spotter against Nimrod, the first known Ten of the
ancient world. Weard had captured several older Spotters just before we went on
the run, which meant all they needed was the crown. And allowing Weard, an
organization that now spoke openly of war with the dragon princes, to have
access to such power . . . It was not an option.


My mind churned, offering scenario after scenario of the
potential destruction. It was bad enough that Weard found out about the crown
and the fact that the pieces had been scattered and hidden in the seven wonders
of the ancient world because of my hunt for answers regarding my past. If that
mistake led to war . . . Then the seer we had met in Venice would be right,
after all. I would be the Destroyer.


I blinked as water splashed me in the face. “Hey!”


Swiping the water away, I glared at Mathias. “Why did you do
that?”


“I’m sorry, but you had the look where you’re blaming
yourself for things beyond your control.” His mouth twitched. “I had to get
your attention somehow.”


I rolled my eyes at him. “You’re such a bratty Ten.”
Sighing, I dropped my head to rest against the tub as water lapped at my chin.
“We’ve been to four of the wonders now, and we have found nothing. We haven’t
even been able to find signs of the clues or that the crown pieces were ever
there. We can’t ask the local Lore keepers for help because they might be
working for Weard or they could turn into a target.”


I didn’t add that the blood of the two Lore keepers who had
died in Herculaneum as a result of even sharing this information was already on
my hands. Weard’s hunters had an alarming penchant for killing innocents.
Something Mathias knew even better than I did. Raising my hand to rub at the
growing ache squeezing my forehead, I caught Mathias’ gaze again. His
blue-green eyes were . . . worried. I lowered my hand slightly, then rested it
on the edge of the tub. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”


His expression cleared, and he offered a quick smile. “I was
merely thinking that what little I saw of the shrine didn’t seem to indicate
any recent activity. Of course, I didn’t get a very good look before you
disturbed the griffin and its entire clutch.”


“Me?” I sputtered. “I did no such thing.”


“We were fine until you dropped your torch.”


I tried to splash him only for him to cheat by catching my
hand before I could. Fighting a smile, I shook my head at him. “Choose your
next words very carefully, Myrmidon, or I’ll show you the hard way of what
happens when you tease a Spotter too far.”


“Oh, that is a terrifying statement,” he murmured. Teasing
lit his blue-green eyes as he leaned in closer, raising my hand in his grasp.
“I’m impressed.” Then, he kissed the fox’s head tattooed over my wrist.


Resisting the urge to give in to his teasing, I pulled our
hands back down so he couldn’t distract me with more kisses. “Mathias, what
makes you think that Weard hasn’t taken all the pieces by now? Or that we will
even find them?”


He squeezed my hand, his gaze softening. “We will find them
because you are looking for them. None of Weard’s people are as clever as you
continually prove yourself to be.”


“That’s a blatant lie,” I countered drily, “but thank you.”


“Mmm, how are your scrapes? Do you
need me to look at them after all?”


“No. At least, not yet.” I gave him a pointed look. “Stop
trying to distract me. I told Raz Yakov
that I would find the Crown of Nimrod because someone needs to keep it out of
Weard’s hands, and my parents wanted the same thing. But if we find nothing at
every wonder, where do we look then? It feels like this quest is breaking into
a thousand pieces, and I can’t catch them all.”


“We’ve only searched four of the wonders, Lauren.” Mathias’
gaze sharpened as he added firmly, “Do not let that bloody idiot of a seer
influence you. If either of us is to be called the Destroyer, it’s far more
likely to be me.”


I tightened my grip on his hand. “The only thing we are
going to destroy is whatever plot Weard is attempting to achieve by hunting for
the Crown of Nimrod.” I caught the hint of a crooked smile and chose to ignore
it as I rested our clasped hands on the edge of the tub. Tapping my nails
against his skin, I mused, “We have three wonders left. The Great Pyramid at
Giza, Knossos in Crete, and Mount Etna. Technically, the latter two are
restricted to paranormal records of the wonders since norms still only count
the lost Lighthouse of Alexandria and the Hanging Gardens in the list. While
it’s possible the Spotters used those places, it seems more likely that they
would conceal a paranormal artifact within paranormal wonders.”


“Seems reasonable.” Mathias patted my hand with his free
one. “So where do we go from here, mistress?”


I splashed him, soaking his shirt with a satisfying amount
of water. “Don’t call me that! And, we’re going to Egypt. Crete may be closer,
but I’d rather avoid any more islands for a little while after this last one.”


Mathias let go of my hand as he plucked at his shirt. “I
love going to Egypt. It will be a tad dusty, though.”


A laugh bubbled free. “You’re not fooling me, Mathias. You
just want to walk in the footsteps of Alexander the Great.”


“It’s a definite benefit although we’ll be skipping
Alexandria,” he pointed out as he stripped his shirt off. My eyes dropped to
his long, lean torso. Light scars pointed to close calls, including some that
were far too recent for my liking, but he truly was a distraction.


Mathias cleared his throat and then raised an eyebrow at me.
“We’re going to succeed, Lauren.”


I nodded. “Together.”


“Yes.” His gaze turned mischievous as he stood up and tossed
his shirt to the side. “Now budge over, woman.”


“You are insane and have absolutely no focus,” I retorted
through giggles.


Mathis just grinned. “I’ll have you know that I am extremely
focused right now. You’re the boss and have planned our itinerary for tomorrow.
It’s only sound strategy to make sure those scratches aren’t going to affect
you. Now budge, woman.”


I laughed and splashed him again. Our life had yet to be
normal. But, I loved every moment I had with him. Now, we just needed to
succeed at our quest.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Two


 


 


Mathias


 


The near silent hum of the airship’s engine was the only
sound breaking the night’s stillness outside of Lauren’s quiet breathing. We
had a small cabin to ourselves but I stayed awake, sitting on one end of the
bench-like berth. Lauren was asleep with her head resting on my thigh, trusting
as always that I would keep her safe.


Something that at times felt impossible with Weard’s noose
closing around our necks. And yet . . . I rubbed at my chin and glanced down at
Lauren. Her dark lashes were still against her creamy tanned skin. A good sign
that she wasn’t having nightmares tonight. Those still happened with far too
much frequency for my liking. Not that they weren’t earned.


This quest for the Crown of Nimrod was proving more difficult
than even I had suspected. I touched my left side and grimaced at the memory of
shifter claws, too much blood, and stitches. Unfortunately, our encounter at
Herculaneum with some of Weard’s hunters had ended with my becoming a touch too
well acquainted with the claws of a bear shifter. Several of my ribs were
broken, and I hadn’t been able to hide it for long.


Even after the delay caused by Lauren’s insistence that we
stay put in Rome until I’d sufficiently recovered, we should have been further
in our quest. The first two wonders we went to, the shrine housing the lost
statue of Zeus beneath Constantinople or Istanbul rather and the ruins of the
temple of Artemis in Ephesus, had been empty of any recent signs of activity. I
also went alone to check the original site of the statue in Olympia and
narrowly avoided being seen by a pair of hunters. Hunters whose presence
inexplicably vanished between our departure from Constantinople and our arrival
in Ephesus. There had been a news report on a paranormal news channel claiming
that Weard Enterprises had begun backing down in regards to its standoff with
the Fae and draconic councils. I believed none of it. It was too convenient and
too easy to believe that sense had suddenly returned to the head of Weard in
regards to avoiding war within the paranormal community. Not to mention the
fact that the two hunters who escaped our confrontation should have brought
more hunters flocking to Italy instead of vanishing. 


I glanced out the small window, a vague sense of unease
still gnawing at me. If the one responsible for all the changes in Weard and
its increasingly aggressive tactics was a rogue dragon, then it did not make
sense for this apparent reconsideration unless it was all a ploy of some type.
I knew rogue dragons too well. They never backed down from a fight even if they
weren’t the ones fighting. They only threw more soldiers at the battle.


The night was fairly cloudy, and I caught only glimpses of
the lights below with the occasional peek of the dark ocean. The clouds parted
briefly and moonlight spilled into our cabin. I followed the light to where it
played across Lauren’s creamy tan complexion and dark hair. Beautiful. The
thought no sooner crossed my mind than a flicker of movement caught my attention
and I leaned forward slightly, careful not to disturb Lauren, as I peered out
the window.


A stream of white-hot fire blazed in the distance. If Lauren
hadn’t been using me as her pillow, I might have leapt to my feet and run for a
better vantage point. Another stream of white-hot fire. Dragon fire. Moonlight
splashed across silver scales, almost as though a lake had magically appeared
in the clouds, as a dragon of middling size banked toward us.


The airship swayed abruptly, and I could make out the faint
sounds of the crew shouting to each other as the ship struggled to avoid the
dragon. Oh no! I shook Lauren’s shoulder. “Wake up!”


I risked a glance down to see Lauren’s eyes barely open. I
muttered, “Trouble incoming.”


Lauren’s eyes opened wide and she quickly sat up. She leaned
against my arm to look out the window, and I heard her hissed gasp when she
caught sight of the dragon. It was catching up to us despite the crew’s
efforts. Its maw opened to reveal faintly gleaming fangs and a light building
in the back of its throat.


Grabbing Lauren’s hands, I put them both against the ship’s
wall just below the window. Meeting her wide eyes, I nodded. “Hide us.”


“I can’t do that!”


“Yes, you can.” Still holding her hands in place, I kept my
gaze on her as I added, “You are the daughter of Elam Serkan, a Jinn. You have
his talent too. Now, use it.”


“Mathias, I don’t know how.”


“Do you want to be blown up by a dragon?”


“Not particularly,” she muttered. Her eyes dropped to where
I held her hands against the ship’s wall. “I’d much rather avoid that.”


“You can do this.” I glanced out the window. The dragon was
coming closer, flames white with heat searing the air. An intimidation. And
based on the screams starting to sound, other passengers had woken up or
noticed the nearing danger.


Turning back to Lauren, I could see the way her brow
furrowed with concentration. But, the dragon was still coming. Another few
meters and it would be close enough to take us down. “Lauren, you can do this.
Think about Roma. Remember how you felt when you hid us from the shifters.
Remember how you felt when we were at the Forum fight and at the Colosseum. Use
it.”


“I’m trying,” she muttered.


I glanced back out the window. The dragon had opened its
mouth again. “Try faster, Lauren.”


Light kindled in the back of the dragon’s throat.


“Lauren. Faster.”


It was close enough that I could see the heat of its fire
glowing between silver scales.


“Now would be a very good time, Lauren.”


The heat was climbing up the scales of its throat.


“Lauren.”


I could see flames leaping into its mouth.


“Lauren. Lauren, now.”


Instinct drove me to wrap my body around her, forcing her
head down, in spite of the knowledge that placing myself between her and dragon
fire wouldn’t do either of us any good. I was a Myrmidon, not fireproof. Not
like a dragon or dragonborn would be . . . or a tetchy fire elemental. Still I
buried my nose in her hair and held on, waiting for the inevitable explosion or
blast of heat.


After a moment, I realized nothing was happening.
Straightening, I looked out the window. The dragon was flying parallel to us
now. Its head swinging from side to side as though . . . I started to grin. As
though, it couldn’t figure out where the airship had gone.


Lauren still had her hands against the wall. Beads of sweat
formed on her brow and trickled down her temple. I squeezed her shoulders. “I
knew you could do it.” If I hadn’t been worried the dragon might hear me, I
would have shouted in glee.


I kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to check with the
captain. Find out if the dragon can be identified. Don’t stop whatever it is
you’re doing. You brilliant woman.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The ship’s wall hummed beneath my fingers. I felt Mathias
kiss my head and squeeze my shoulders again before he rushed off. Leaving me to
. . . hide? I have no idea. I was still getting used to the fact that I knew
anything about my parents, knew that my father had been a Jinn, a 9. And that
somehow in spite of that, I had ended up a Spotter. Something that shouldn’t
have been possible, even with Spotters being a recessive talent. My mother
being a Seer made sense . . . Everything else, however . . .


I blinked as sweat dripped into my eyes. If it kept us and
everyone else on this airship alive, though, I wasn’t going to complain. I just
prayed that my tentative grasp on this talent wouldn’t slip. I risked a glance
out the window. My heart beat faster in response to the glimpse of a wingtip.
Then I caught sight of a tapered snout, scaly lips peeling back just enough to
expose long fangs covered in saliva. The snout dipped closer, slit nostrils
flaring, and then a glowing eye came level with the window.


I pressed my hands harder against the ship’s wall. The cool
metal siding growing warm beneath my sweaty palms. Please, please, don’t see
us. We are not here. You saw us venture into that cloud bank over there. Go
over there.


The silent stream of words didn’t seem to have any effect on
the dragon as she continued her flight beside us, still swinging her head in an
attempt to catch our location again. How I knew it was a female, I had no idea.
Size was only sometimes a decent indicator given the different families came in
ranges and sometimes the females were larger than the males in their dragon
form. But that usually came with age and power, royal dragons tended to be
larger. This one wasn’t a ruling royal, and she wasn’t very old. Not a true
juvenile, but she was born inside the last century. Something else I shouldn’t
have known. Somehow, the knowledge was there rattling around in my head. Just
like I couldn’t see her number outside of the brief glimpse I had caught of a
10 earlier, but an unmistakable sense of power and danger rolled off the
dragon. We could not be caught by her. She would bring this airship down no
matter how many innocents were on board.


More sweat trickled down my face and my spine. My hands
trembled slightly as I pressed them more firmly against the wall. We had to
stay hidden. I closed my eyes against the stinging sweat and kept the thought
of being hidden at the forefront of my mind.


I felt the ship tremor beneath me and then sway wildly. I
opened my eyes in time to see pale yellow scales flash in front of the window.
The dragon that had been hunting us screeched in draconic. I caught only a few
words. Something about traitors and prey. I couldn’t focus on the conversation
enough to translate as I worked to keep us hidden. We had to stay hidden. That
was my task.


“Lauren! Lauren, drop the glamour! The others can’t see us!”


Wasn’t that the goal? I opened my mouth to ask, but the
effort of summoning words proved too great. I couldn’t do both. I couldn’t keep
the glamour intact if I tried anything else. It was already growing so
difficult to keep a mental grasp on it.


“Lauren! Can you hear me?”


I could hear him, but I couldn’t react. It was too much. It
was all too much. I struggled to breathe properly as I kept pushing the glamour
to the ship. We had to stay hidden. Had to keep the dragons from seeing us.


The ship bounced wildly, nauseatingly. What? I heard a
dragon’s roar, so deep and so close that it resonated through my bones. I
flinched and then screamed as the roar seemed to sink into my skull hammering
at my brain. Despite my best efforts, I felt something snap like a taught cord
had been cut. I screamed again as I was thrown to the floor when the entire
airship bucked.


Mathias caught me or rather I landed on top of him. He moved
me to the side and stood up, peering at the window. “They’ve sent a fleet to deal
with him.”


“Her,” I slurred. “Female attacked.”


I felt more than saw his attention. “You identified her.
How?”


“Don’t know.” I sat up slowly, feeling sick to my stomach.
“Who sent them?”


No sooner had the words slipped out of my mouth than a deep
resonate voice echoed through the night sky. “Airship Helios, I am Commander
Suleiman. By order of Heru, Dragon Prince of
Alexandria, you will be escorted under the protection of myself and Asar the Yellow to dock at Alexandria.”


Some small part of me instinctively knew it was the same
dragon whose roar had snapped my glamour. A louder voice gibbered that I
shouldn’t know any of that and it made no sense. I hated when the rules binding
paranormals were suddenly bent, especially when they applied to me. I licked my
lips and tasted iron. Mathias turned to look at me, alarm skittering across his
face, as I reached up to touch my lips. The lights in the cabin flicked on, and
I realized blood coated my fingers.


I touched my nose and came away with more blood. Feeling lightheaded,
I could only murmur, “I don’t want to meet another dragon prince.”


Mathias lunged for me as my vision went dark. “Lauren!”


I tried to reassure him, but the words wouldn’t come. Then,
I found myself lying on the floor again. Mathias was leaning over me. Beyond
him, I saw clouds and a red scaled wing that dipped into sight and then back
out.


“Do we need to hide?” I slurred


“No. Rest.”


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


I ran a hand along the smooth sandstone walls of the
holding cell only to turn away muttering a curse under my breath. There were no
weak points that I could find. The sandstone blocks were too thick by half and,
if I remembered surveillance of Alexandria correctly, there were solid sheets
of iron between this and another set of blocks. All intended to hold
paranormals of any ability and power.


I paced the scant length of the holding cell, my steps
growing jerky by the moment before I caught myself and forced them back to a
more measured pace. Yet, the image of Lauren’s pale face and the blood stark
against her skin haunted me. Every fiber of my being ached with the need to get
back to her, to protect her. Lauren had managed to glamour the airship, hide it
from the dragon’s attack, but she had paid a high price for doing so. Even the
hour it took to arrive in Alexandria hadn’t been enough to return the
brightness to her eyes. I had gotten her cleaned up and helped her with her
head shawl, but she had still needed help walking.


Cutting a cold look at the door that regrettably had no
windows or any sort of opening to provide a view of the hallway outside, I
clenched my fists at the memory of being forced into a separate line. Lauren
had been gathered with the other women and young children, supported by a
dragon in human skin. I had argued with the soldiers that we should stay
together, shouted that I didn’t care about their damned policies separating men
and women when in the holding cells. They hit me with tranquilizers, and I woke
up in this . . . cell.


Whether they recognized her, I didn’t know. I did know that
Lauren wasn’t in the best shape for attempting to use her Jinn talent again. I
shouldn’t have pushed her into doing it. The dragon prince’s guards might have
been able to reach us in time to block the flames. Or . . . not.


I paused in my pacing as I heard the faint echoes of steps
and an argument in draconic. Two deep voices, one I was fairly certain I
recognized as Commander Suleiman and the other . . . sounded vaguely familiar,
but I couldn’t make it out clearly enough to put my finger on it. The steps
slowed as they drew closer. I strained to listen, but I still couldn’t make out
the words. The stone and steel were too thick.


Cursing under my breath, I hopped up on the narrow ledge and
then climbed up into the corner above the door. I wasn’t certain about which
way the hinges would open. However, I knew I couldn’t be seen. And, I waited.


And waited. Nothing happened.


Perhaps, I might have been mistaken to think someone was
going to enter my cell. But, habit and stubbornness kept me from admitting
defeat so soon. I stayed in my corner, still and breathing slowly enough not to
be too noticeable. If the dragons heard me, they would hopefully assume I was sleeping
off the tranquilizers. I waited, mentally willing the dragons to open the cell
door. I needed to get to Lauren, and these dragons were in my way. So, it was
time to remove them.


I tensed as hinges squealed. Then, a man with darker skin
than I’d expected stepped into the room. I didn’t care. As he looked around the
cell, I jumped on his back. Wrapping an arm around his neck, I flipped us over
so my back was no longer exposed. An Egyptian man wearing a uniform and red
beret stepped forward into the doorway, his dark eyes turning fiery orange. I
tightened my grip on my prisoner’s neck. “Stop! Attack and I break his neck.
And yours. How long does it take shifters to heal broken necks again? Stop or
I’ll choke the life out of him.”


The man stopped. He glanced at my prisoner. “He seems very
reasonable, Carith.”


“He’s better when he’s not separated from the woman,” came a
slightly choked reply. Then a fist tapped my side, too light to be considered
even close to an attempt at a fight or escape. “Let go, Mathias. You’re
embarrassing me.”


Surprise at the voice coursed through me as I released him.
The man got to his feet in a leisurely manner while I leapt to mine. Royal Carith turned an exasperated look on me as he touched his
neck and then ran a hand over his short cropped beard. He was dressed
differently from the last time I had seen him, missing the flat cap that
normally covered his head no matter the weather. Instead, he wore lightweight
cotton pants and shirt all white with an equally lightweight long sleeved shirt
over it. A checkered keffiyeh was looped around his neck although it was a bit
rumpled now. “As I have explained to Commander Suleiman, you and your mate are
under the formal protection of the Dragon Prince of Thrace, yes.”


“Yes,” I agreed. Claiming the prince’s protection was . . .
risky, but it was better than rotting in another prince’s prison. Dragons were
cautious about taking other dragons’ people hostage, after all. Territory
disputes and all that political nonsense. As my surprise faded, I glanced
between the two dragons and demanded, “Where is my mate? She’s in a . . .
delicate condition, and the attack on the airship upset her greatly.”


Commander Suleiman grimaced faintly. “Had you mentioned the
protection of Thrace sooner, we might have let you both go on your way.”


I shrugged, feigning nonchalance even though the continued
conversation grated on me. “I don’t like to pull the prince into my battles
unless I absolutely need to and besides you tranquilized me before asking any
questions. Makes for a slight amount of difficulty in communication, you know.
However, I’m sure your master won’t mind if I leave now with my mate and our
belongings.”


The commander’s eyes turned orange again, and he hissed at
Royal even as he swept a hand at me. “You are certain he is a friend?”


“He’s an acquired taste.” Royal ignored my scowl as he
nodded to the commander. “You are satisfied?”


Commander Suleiman’s eyes faded from orange to dark brown as
he blinked slowly. He didn’t move out of the doorway, however. I took a step
forward, intent on removing him, but Royal cut in front of me with a casual
movement that might have fooled a lot of people. From the way the commander’s
eyes narrowed, though, I didn’t think he was fooled in the least. I, for one,
did not care. I wanted to find my wife and get out of there. Now.


The commander continued blocking our path as he spoke once
more, his voice a deep rumble in the cell. “Royal Carith,
remember our agreement. If I release this man and his mate, then you are held
responsible for their actions in Egypt. If we discover that they are the
responsible parties for the glamour placed on the airship, an accounting before
Prince Heru will be demanded. Of all three of you.”


Royal tugged at his keffiyeh and then slapped my hand down
before I could fully express my annoyance with the commander. “It is
understood, Commander Suleiman. On behalf of the Carith
and Krall clans, you have my thanks for this cooperation. We will ensure both
princes are satisfied with our report. Now, the woman if you please.” He nodded
toward me. “This one will not behave long if he doesn’t see her.”


The commander finally nodded, eyes sharp beneath his red
beret. “Very well. We were unaware of her . . . delicacy’s cause. She has
refused medical examination.”


“She’s shy,” I offered. “It’s early days yet. Now gentlemen,
may I go get her?”


Another long and infuriating moment passed before the
commander stepped out of the doorway. Royal gave me a warning look when I tried
to get around him, and I forced myself to let the dragon go first. Blasted
protocols.


We walked through a long hall into a slightly better lit
hallway and then we stopped in front of a corridor braced by two women, also wearing
red berets but with headscarves tightly containing their hair. They saluted as
we passed. Another slightly older woman was waiting for us when we stopped in
front of a door. She murmured to the commander and then unlocked the door.


I didn’t wait for any of the dragons to signal me. I brushed
past Royal and darted around the female to check inside the cell. Lauren was
sitting on the stone berth, legs tucked against her chest and hair slipping
free of the loose folds of her head shawl. She looked up at me, and her dark
eyes widened. Not trusting the dragons wouldn’t attempt to lock us both in, I
held out a hand to her instead of rushing inside like every cell in my body
cried out to do. “Come on, love. Time to go.”


Lauren scrambled to her feet, looking rather pale and shaky
despite her olive complexion. Her grip was tight when she took hold of my
outstretched hand, and she dropped her gaze as I pulled her into the hall.
Wrapping an arm around her, I nodded to Royal. “Get us out of here.”


“Their belongings will be waiting at your car,” the
commander intoned. Despite my preference for leaving his delightful company far
behind, the commander motioned for the three of us to follow him as he added,
“This way.”


We walked down several more hallways and climbed a steep set
of wide stairs. The sandstone blocks framing this so called holding area formed
arches in places along the stairs, allowing one to occasionally see into other
areas and levels. About midway up the stairs, I caught a glimpse of an
underground hangar with dragons in full scale form running paces. One of them
was the yellow dragon that had helped provide escort. The hangar and its
occupants vanished behind sandstone blocks as we rounded another corner. After
two more sets of stairs, we emerged into a shadowed garage with a dusty sedan
waiting. Our go bags were on the ground beside it.


I didn’t move toward the car until Royal clasped hands with
the commander and then nodded to me. Keeping his voice low as he opened the
rear door, he said, “There’s a keffiyeh in the back compartment, put it on and
keep her down. We don’t want any unfriendly eyes watching.”


I nodded to him, then focused on easing Lauren inside the
car while he tossed our go bags into the trunk. He pulled up his own keffiyeh,
wrapping it around his head and face, so only his eyes were visible. Once I was
in the back, I copied him. When the cloth was secure, I gently nudged Lauren
until she was lying instead of sitting on the bench seat. She never said a
word. There was a weariness in her eyes that worried me. Not wanting to risk
too much attention from the dragons reluctantly releasing us, I kept my mouth
shut instead of inquiring after her. I couldn’t tell if this weariness came
from an overextension of her glamour talent or from something else entirely and
that I found . . . concerning. Cradling her head in my lap, I noticed the
blanket on the floor and quickly spread it over her to further keep prying eyes
from easily making her out.


The car started and we rolled slowly through the garage. I
stayed quiet as I kept a wary eye on the guards, all dragons. Two still walked
on either side of the sedan, providing an escort to the gate exiting the
garage. I didn’t like it. My weapons were too far away. “Royal.”


He murmured, “Easy. They aren’t the ones you should worry
about, friend. There’s a robe back there as well. Put it on.”


I found the black robe and slipped it on as best I could
without disturbing Lauren. The cloth was light despite the dark colors and
certainly preferable to drawing the wrong attention. I checked Lauren briefly,
only to find she had closed her eyes. Leaving her to rest, I turned my
attention back to my old friend. “Not that I’m not grateful for your timely
arrival since it would have been a bit of a mess if I had been forced to fight
my way out of there, and Lauren really didn’t want to meet yet another dragon
prince. But, shouldn’t you be in hiding? Weard still has a bounty out on you,
doesn’t it?”


“I’m in Egypt,” he grumbled. “This is hiding.”


“You say that like you don’t enjoy the place,” I muttered,
lips twitching beneath the keffiyeh as I recalled past conversations around
Royal’s distaste for weather outside of England. This was going to be
entertaining.


Royal didn’t disappoint. He growled low in his throat. “It’s
a desert. I hate the desert. It’s hot, dry, and the sand gets absolutely
everywhere. You can’t even breathe the air without getting a lungful.”


“Now that’s an exaggeration,” I chided. Pausing for effect,
I added in a deliberately blasé tone, “Just don’t breathe outside during the
sandstorms.”


“It gets in my food. And, my tea. On a regular basis. No
matter how I seal the windows and doors, somehow there is always sand. It’s a
bloody nightmare.” He stopped briefly, waiting for a group of pedestrians to
clear the street, before continuing, “Not to mention, there’s camels and goats
everywhere.”


“More exaggerations,” I mused barely restraining any hint of
laughter.


Royal kept talking, waving his right hand in agitation. “Do
you know how difficult it is to get clearance to fly here? Monsoon season is
the best time and yet the storms can be deemed too dangerous wherein Heru decrees no flights. He grounded me for the first three
months here.”


I raised an eyebrow at that. “You’ve been in the desert over
three months?”


“I have been in Egypt since escaping the hunters.” His eyes
crinkled as his tone lowered in clear disgruntlement and he added, “My cousins
in America arranged it, although, I think Ravenna did it mostly to punish me.”


Ravenna was one half of the dragon twins running Carith & Krall, a prestigious PR firm that specialized
in keeping paranormals who did not fall under the ambassadorial species from
drawing unwanted attention from the norms. I’d never had the privilege of
meeting the woman and every time she did something to vex Royal, I dearly
wished to do so. I tugged at my keffiyeh, straightening a curled edge, as I
fought back a laugh. “Isn’t she younger than you?”


“Doesn’t matter. She’s every bit like every other woman in
the family. Absolutely determined to get her way.”


I glanced at the crowded streets. It was close to midday.
The crowds should be clearing for a little while soon enough. Until they did,
our progress was slow. Shifting my attention back to Royal, I rested a hand on
Lauren’s shoulder as I asked, “Why is she punishing you? Thought
these were the cousins who like you?”


“Very funny.” Royal glanced back at me briefly, then fixed
his attention on the road. “All my cousins like me. I am the charming cousin.”


“No, that’s Peter. I met him, remember.” That the two
cousins had spent most of their time bemoaning Ravenna’s persistent influence
in their lives was something I chose not to bring up. For now, at least.
Dragons could be competitive, especially with their own kin.


“Peter’s a billionaire,” Royal countered dismissively.


“So is his twin, yet you are only having difficulty with
her.” I smirked as a new thought occurred to me. “She trying to make you go to
that matchmaking holiday again?”


“I never should have told you about that one,” he grumbled.
“And no, she is not. That would actually be less of a bother.”


I leaned forward slightly. Considering how angry Royal had
been over the suggestion that he participate in the matchmaking resort that
catered strictly to singles of the high powered paranormal circles, whatever
his cousin was asking him now had to be much more interesting to earn that sort
of comment. Royal didn’t say anything as he continued negotiating traffic.


Reaching out, I nudged him in the shoulder. “Well, spit it
out, man. What’s she punishing you for that she would send you to Egypt?”


“She tried to give me another body.”


My smirk vanished at the stark statement. Royal had played guardian
to the decoy for Lauren when we first fled the British Isles. It had gone
sideways, and her decoy had been killed. I knew that and that Royal barely
escaped with his own life. Losing a body was . . . It could and did shake a lot
of bodyguards, more than a few quit afterwards. Knowing you had been
responsible for a life and weren’t able to fulfill that duty was beyond
difficult. “Who?”


“I didn’t stay for the details. I only know that she wanted
me to play guard to a friend of hers.” Royal’s tone flattened as he added,
“When I responded to her next request by stating I would be responsible for
another body when I was dead, Ravenna arranged for me to get out of
Mississippi. I was never going to stay there long anyway. Then, she chose
Egypt. She probably just wants to make me miserable enough that I’ll bend to
her request to get out of this ghastly sandbox.”


I snorted. “If you are not careful, people may think you
don’t like Egypt.”


“I like Egypt just fine when I am not the one in the
desert.”


“Alexandria isn’t really the desert. We’re on the coast.
It’s practically an oasis.”


“That just means it floods. And I don’t get to stay in
Alexandria proper. I’m only here when there’s an incident requiring Carith and Krall representation.”


I chuckled. “Where’d she stick you? Cairo? Giza? Memphis?”


I could feel Royal’s disdain even before he looked back at
me with a hint of fiery orange coloring his dark eyes. “Giza. Don’t make me
regret coming to get you, Mathias, instead of just Lauren.”


“You would have taken her without me?”


“I still could. I like her more than I like you.”


“You met once.”


“She makes a much better first impression than you do.”


“She tried to beat you,” I countered. “How is that a better
first impression?”


“She’s cute.”


I could hardly argue against that. Although he would have
been more accurate to say she was beautiful. So, I groaned loudly as I rolled
my eyes. “Why am I friends with you, dragon?”


“Because until you met that little Spotter, no one else
would tolerate your insufferable hubris.”


“Who has hubris?” I retorted. “Sounds like a dragon trait if
you ask me.”


“I didn’t.”


“Must be a dragon trait too,” I countered. “Since your oh so
terrible cousin instigated her reign of terror by sending you to Egypt without
consultation.”


A snort came from the front seat even as Royal finally
maneuvered the car onto the highway leading out of Alexandria. “You have
clearly never met Ravenna. She somehow persuaded the aunties that she and Peter
were perfectly fine staying in Jackson. But, she has been scattering the rest
of the cousins to various safe houses to keep them out of Weard’s hands.”


“I always thought dragons were primarily patriarchal,” I
mused.


Another snort. “Never believe dragon politics. Besides, the Carith and Krall clans were connected by the aunties, five
sisters. Anyone who believes the aunties aren’t in charge is either lying or a
bloody fool. Ravenna is shaping up to be just as determined at getting her way
as the rest of them, and she’s good at it too.”


“Who all does she take care of these days?”


“Everyone she can get her hands on,” came the dry reply.
Royal glanced over his shoulder at me. “Look as interesting as my cousin is,
don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing, Mathias. Myrmidons are not nearly
as subtle as you think you are.”


“Because you’ve met so many of us,” I retorted. I glanced
out the window. Royal was speeding, and the modern buildings of Alexandria were
fading fast behind us. Lauren’s breathing was light and, with her face hidden
by both the blanket and her head shawl, I couldn’t see if she was awake. My
fingers rubbed her shoulder through the blanket as I contemplated what had
happened on the airship. Urging Lauren to use her Jinn talent has seemed like a
good idea at the time. Of course, I had no idea that she would be able to do so
much more than hide the ship.


“What happened in the skies, Mathias?”


I glanced up to meet Royal’s eyes in the rearview mirror.
“Been keeping up with the news in your little desert hideaway any?”


He snorted and dark eyes flicked to fiery orange. “Enough.
She’s not being blasted across the airways anymore, but that’s because Weard is
busy watering the seeds of war. They’re calling out the dragon princes for
being tyrants. As though we were still in the Middle Ages. Next thing you know,
they’re going to start declaring that the Unseelie Court still holds hunts for
norms and any weak Seelie Fae they can get their hands on. The water dragons
have been invited to involve themselves, which should tell you how things are
in and of itself.”


I nodded but didn’t say anything. The dragons for all their
pretenses at being above petty squabbles that didn’t involve stopping the
rogues among their numbers hadn’t quite let go of all past grievances. The
western dragons and the eastern dragons were similar, yet different. The fact
that the eastern dragons only had four royal families with a king at their head
made it tricky when dealing the western dragons and their princes. For the most
part, however, the eastern dragons stayed out of western politics. I rubbed my
thumb across Lauren’s shoulder as I contemplated what to say. “We were on our
way to Cairo. Then, a dragoness attacked.”


“How did you know the attacker was female? That information
hasn’t been made public yet.”


Lauren suddenly stirred although she didn’t try to sit up.
“I told him. I sensed it. She’s young too. Is that why they haven’t shared it
yet?”


“Partially.” Royal’s fingers tapped against the steering
wheel and then his voice lowered as he rumbled, “There is also the fact that
she is Heru’s younger daughter.”


“What?” I went still, keeping a hand on Lauren’s shoulder
out of habit as she lowered the blanket enough to peer up at me with wide dark
eyes. “The attacking dragoness was the daughter of the dragon prince?”


“Yes.”


“Then, how did you get involved? I thought you said it was a
Carith and Krall concern. Since when do they
interfere with a dragon prince’s household?”


“Since Fidda’s attack coincided
with five other attacks by dragons on airships belonging to Kevin Atwater’s
company, Titan Airships. Who happens to be a friend of Peter and Ravenna’s in
addition to having enough connections in that upper circle of high powered
paranormals to make life difficult for the dragons if he decides to take
offense.”


“Five other attacks? Were they all by relatives of dragon
princes?”


“One was a water dragon who had no business being in the
Mediterranean, but the others were carried out by young idiots with the
misfortune of being related to a dragon prince. I was called because Heru is already heading to Thrace for a meeting of princes.
His nephew was also involved. Same age as Fidda. Old
enough to not have the protection of juvenile status, but young enough to want
to pick a fight with the Fae.”


“Atwater was in Rome,” Lauren interjected, her soft voice cutting
through the tense silence that had fallen. “He was helping Prince Tao.”


I cursed under my breath as the memory slammed into place.
“That’s right. In May. They went after a woodwose?
What were they thinking?”


“A woodwose who is having problems
in-house of some type too,” Royal added gruffly. “And the answer is, those
young idiots weren’t thinking. Someone, most likely Weard or the rogues, has
been passing out information stating that the Fae were conspiring to remove
power from the dragon princes. Citing the Carith and
Krall clans as an example of proper royal power being stolen.”


“They clearly aren’t studying their history closely enough,
then,” I muttered.


Lauren sighed. “I don’t know much about dragons, but I do
know that Carith and Krall are royalty in all but
title in the States. And, it was decided to do so because of the presence of
Auberon and the Therian shifters’ king. There’s more flexibility to work if
you’re not officially royal with specified borders.”


“Yes.” I glanced down at her. “How are you feeling?”


“Absolutely horrid.” She closed her eyes briefly and then
added, “At least my nose stopped bleeding.”


“What exactly did you do up there, girl? Suleiman was
ranting about not being able to find more than two High Elves, and he was
certain there had to be more to cloak the airship so thoroughly. His fleet
couldn’t even find it until he broke the glamour.”


Lauren grimaced. “I tried to use my Jinn talent and it . . .
got a little out of hand.”


I traced a finger across her cheek, pleased to see that her
creamy tan complexion now had more tan in it than
there had been earlier. Feeling Royal’s attention on me, I gave her a
questioning look. At her nod, I answered the unspoken question. “When we were
in Italy, we discovered that Lauren isn’t just a Spotter. She’s half-Jinn.”


“Jinn? Her?” He glanced back at us. “Why didn’t we know
about this? Someone should’ve known.”


“Her father glamoured her memories in addition to hiding her
identity. I wouldn’t be surprised to find that he suppressed her Jinn talent to
force it into dormancy.” I hesitated only a moment before adding, “He was Elam
Serkan.”


The car jerked before Royal straightened it again. “You’re
joshing me. Serkan didn’t have any children. I checked the records myself back
in the day. He was an artifact hunter. He didn’t even officially have a wife on
record although there were rumors he got involved with a woman from one of his
cases.” He tossed a quick glance at us, eyes crinkled in thought. “And, this is
old gossip. I only heard about it because my trainer decided to lament having
to deal with dragons and dragonborn. Said he missed the Jinn who could use more
than brute force to bring down a suspect.”


“Oh don’t worry. I’m sure he’d be very proud of your finesse
in brute force these days.” I winked at Lauren. “You only break buildings on
special occasions now.”


“Look not all of us can suppress our presence to the degree
a cold blooded Myrmidon can, but I don’t break buildings. Never have.”


“So we’re going to just pretend that Oslo never happened. What
about Katmandu? Singapore? Oh and Cairo.” I paused deliberately and then added
with exaggerated contemplation, “Actually, I’m surprised Egypt let you back in
even with Ravenna pulling strings. Cairo was rather messy.”


“Myrmidon, I do not have to keep you in this car. I can
leave you on the side of the road, and it would not bother me in the least.”


I smothered a chuckle. “Oh come now, dragon. You would put
out your best friend and his wife, whom you claim to like better, on the side
of the road? In this heat? Who’s cold blooded now?”


“Still you,” Royal retorted. “And, I never said anything
about abandoning Lauren. I only plan to kick you out. Lauren is more than
welcome to stay in the car for the rest of the ride. And, you are more than
welcome to walk.”


“How far is it?”


“About another hour.” The car started to slow. “See how much
you like the desert after walking that far, Myrmidon.”


“Royal, I know Mathias has decided he can mouth off to any dragon,
consequences be damned, but I would greatly appreciate it if you didn’t abandon
him on the side of the road.” Lauren’s voice was soft, but clear as she pushed
the blanket down a little further.


“Are you certain? The ride would be quieter without him, you
know.”


She laughed. I can’t believe she laughed at that. I glared
down at her, but she wasn’t even looking at me. So, I shifted my glare to Royal
although I didn’t descend to a juvenile display of a rude gesture. No matter
how much I wanted to do so at the moment.


Lauren patted my knee even though amusement still tickled
her words. “Yes, I am sure. Especially since every time I leave this man to his
own devices lately he has found more trouble than even a Ten should handle. He
didn’t tell you about the shifters in Italy who laid him up for the better part
of two months in the end. A bear shifter almost killed him. I have decided the
only way to make sure he stays alive and in one piece is by keeping him close
at hand.” A slight edge of fierce possessiveness suddenly entered her soft
voice as she added, “So I would greatly appreciate it if you didn’t dump him on
the side of the road.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


I started to chuckle only to jump when Lauren pinched my
leg. I looked down to meet her fierce eyes. “Mathias, stop antagonizing
dragons. I told you to stop it in Venice. You had better start behaving with a
little less hubris.”


There was only one appropriate response. I offered her a
crooked smile as I bowed my head slightly. “Yes, dear.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Three


 


 


Mathias


 


Lauren’s coloring was finally better when we followed
Royal into the upper flat of a building on the edge of Giza proper. I for one
was glad for it. Visiting a doctor here would cause far too much attention in
the aftermath of the attack and from what little I knew of Heru,
the dragon prince of Egypt wasn’t likely to overlook two foreign paranormals
showing up at the healers. Not with the newest incident of aggression between
species involving his own household.


I dropped our go bags next to a low couch as I glanced
around the sparse room. Other than some brightly colored rugs and hieroglyphs
painted on the far wall above an older model telly,
there wasn’t much to attest to Royal’s presence. “Who’s in the flat below?”


“No one. I can make up a bed for you two down there tonight
if you prefer a lack of electricity and working fans.” Royal lowered his
keffiyeh and smirked at me as he added, “My cousins may not be Weard, but they
do know how to make a safe house look utterly uninteresting. The lower flat is
glamoured to be condemned and this upper flat doesn’t exist as far as anyone
outside is concerned.”


His smirk faded as he scowled at a distinct line of sand
coating the windowsill. “Not again.” He cursed under his breath as he wiped the
dust and sand away. Then, he pulled back the window shade just enough for us to
catch a glimpse of the pyramid rising high in the distance. “Tourists are all
over it most days. If you want to get into the pyramids unnoticed, your best
bet will be to try at dawn during morning prayers. It’s also when the guards
change shifts.”


“Of course there will be guards,” Lauren murmured as she
moved past us into the small kitchen area of the flat.


My lips twitched as I studied her. “Well, we have a dragon
we can toss at them. He might even belch fire if we get him properly soused
beforehand.”


Royal glared at me. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a
bloody idiot?”


I smirked. “There’s been mention of it.”


“There will be more than a mention,” he muttered. Then, his
glance strayed to Lauren as she began standing on the tips of her toes in order
to rummage through the lower shelfs. “What are you doing, woman?”


“Looking for tea.”


“Why?”


“Something needs to settle the two of you down before you
accidentally strangle each other. Tea seems to work well on Brits.”


“That’s painting with a broad brush,” Royal grumbled.


She glanced over her shoulder, a faint smile tugging at her
lips. “Am I wrong?”


“No. I keep the good leaves on the shelf to your right.”
Royal looked at me and added, “She’s even bossier than the last time. What have
you been feeding her?”


Lauren blew out a noisy breath but didn’t turn to face us as
she retorted, “I have to keep a Myrmidon alive who sasses any dragon he comes
across and keeps getting in terrible shape when he fights Therian shifters.
Remind Mathias that I’ve put too much work into him to lose him to
inappropriately timed sarcasm.”


I spread my hands wide and forced offense into my voice
instead of laughter. “I am standing right here.”


Lauren pulled the tin holding the tea leaves down as she
replied simply, “I thought you would listen better if the advice came with a
British accent.”


Royal barked a laugh.


I rolled my eyes at him, but my intended retort died on my
lips as screams suddenly sounded from the street below. Lauren froze, clutching
the tea tin to her chest, as she turned wide eyes on me. I held up a hand and
crept to the window overlooking the narrow street. Royal joined me, flicking
the window shade back just enough to give us a view. There was a scuffle two
houses down. Men in tactical gear pulling people from the home. I tensed as I
recognized one of them. He’d left his keffiyeh hanging open, allowing everyone
to see his scarred visage.


Royal shifted beside me, his voice low as he murmured,
“Isn’t that Khalid?”


“It’s him.”


Royal swore softly. “I thought he was dead.”


“Looks like he survived being imprisoned by a dragon king,”
I muttered before I backed away from the window. Crossing to Lauren, I cupped
her face in my hands as I bent to press my lips to her hairline. “Don’t worry.
We’re safe here.” Shifting so we were both able to look at Royal, I added in a
slightly louder tone, “Right, Royal?”


The dragon’s eyes had lightened to orange, and he blinked
the change away before smiling. “Of course. Like I said, no one knows this flat
exists. Since it’s a Carith and Krall safe house,
it’s completely off the grid as far as other entities are concerned. Not even
Prince Heru knows that this is where I’m staying.”


Relieving Lauren of the tin, I tossed it to Royal who caught
it onehanded. “Make up a pot for your guests, dragon, or have you been in
hiding so long as to forget your own rules of hospitality?”


“I rather think it’s the company that makes me forget,” he
retorted.


Lauren squeezed my hand, as Royal began preparing the tea,
before she slipped away to the washroom. Once the door closed behind her, I
turned my attention back to the window. A quick peek proved Khalid was still on
the street, directing Weard hunters to other houses. Letting the window shade
fall back into place, I clenched my fists as I struggled against the urge to go
down there and inflict some very cold justice on the dragon.


“Think of your mate, Myrmidon,” Royal’s low rumble broke
into my thoughts. “She will never forgive you if you go down there and catch
Weard’s attention with all the unnecessary dramatics you enjoy.”


Breathing out a slow breath through my nose, I forced
lightness into my voice as I turned to face him. “Unnecessary dramatics? That
seems more in line with your behavior, dragon.”


Royal’s back was to me as he set a battered kettle on the
stove, but humor infiltrated his voice. “Oh? What makes the man who nearly went
on a killing spree because he couldn’t admit he’d established a mate bond with
that pretty little Spotter claim that I am the unnecessarily dramatic one?”


I smirked as I folded my arms over my chest and perched on
the edge of the table. Drumming my fingers against my elbow, I pretended to
contemplate the question. When he glanced at me, I waved a hand to encompass
our surrounds. “You are in Egypt.”


“You don’t deserve any tea,” he retorted. Lauren slipped out
of the washroom, her hair now free of the loose restraints of her head shawl,
and the dragon immediately gestured at me as he demanded, “How do you tolerate
him? He’s insolent.”


Lauren’s lips curved into a slight smile. “He does have that
flaw.” Before I could protest, she continued, “I wish to thank you, Royal. I
don’t know how you even knew to come find us, but thank you. Clearly, our
enemies are closer than we had hoped and we would’ve been in serious trouble
without you.”


Royal bowed his head as he handed her a mug. “Glad to help.
Good job I found you both too or else Khalid wouldn’t be snooping around Giza.
He’d be interrogating you.”


Lauren claimed a second mug and brought it over to me before
she took a seat at the table. I didn’t move until she pinched my leg. I smirked
at her, and she rolled her eyes. Then, I frowned at my tea. “This isn’t earl
grey.”


The dragon snorted. “Oh I’m sorry, I used the last of the
earl grey two days ago. You get ginger.”


“How could you let your tea stores reach such a sad state of
repair? It’s practically sacrilege.”


“I wasn’t expecting visitors,” he countered. “And, you
should be on your knees thanking God that I even have ginger.”


I opened my mouth to protest further when Lauren
interrupted, “The ginger is fine, Royal. Thank you.” She gave me another look
as Royal approached the table with his own mug of ginger tea, of all things,
and a tin of biscuits. I resisted asking if he was offering crumbs too. Barely.
Lauren didn’t seem to trust me to behave, however, as she hurried to ask, “Do
you know anything that might help us with our search? Some clue?”


“Nervous about venturing inside a pyramid, love?” I asked.


I hid a smile behind the rim of my mug when Lauren looked
askance at me. “You should be nervous too, Mathias. Rhodes was bad enough with
that nest of gryphons. The pyramids are known to be filled with all sorts of
traps and curses specifically to deter anyone seeking to loot them.”


“Khufu’s pyramid is the most famous and as the Great Pyramid
it is the Ancient Wonder.” Royal’s gaze flickered, turning orange, as he suddenly
clamped his mouth shut.


Leaning forward, I rested my elbows on the table as I
studied the dragon. We had known each other long enough that I recognized the
signs. “The dragons have some differing opinions about the pyramids, don’t
they?”


Orange eyes met mine before he gave a curt nod. He expelled
a breath then lowered his voice to just above a whisper as he leaned forward
and said, “There is a reason Prince Heru’s family
line has always dared to take the names of the true pharaohs and the old gods
for their heirs. They were once the true pharaohs. There is a story that Khufu
and his sons, Khafre and Djedefre, were of that
draconic line and that they built the pyramids to guard something more valuable
than earning a place among the gods. Djedefre was the
first to inherit Khufu’s throne, but he did not last. His people loathed him,
so his pyramid, which was never on the Giza complex, was destroyed. But Khufu
and Khafre, their pyramids still stand. Even though Khafre’s pyramid could not
overshadow his father’s, Khafre is the one who protected the true treasure of
the pharaohs by erecting a guardian.”


“You mean the Sphinx,” Lauren asked in a soft whisper.


Royal nodded. “There are different theories as to who truly
built the Sphinx, of course. Some scholars say it was Khufu, but others claim
it is older than both of them and the pyramids were built here because the
Sphinx was already here. I have no idea about which is the truth. You’d need to
find a Lore keeper for that. All I know for certain is that the line of dragon
princes over Egypt still believe the Sphinx lies as guardian over a treasure so
powerful, so dangerous, that it could destroy all the world.”


I stared at him. “And, no one thought to remove it?”


He scoffed. “What do you think? Dragons prefer hoarding
dangerous artifacts on their own lands because it’s secure, a matter of pride,
and they tend to be shiny. Not to mention powerful.”


Lauren was staring into her tea with a slight frown creasing
her brow. Her dark eyes looked . . . haunted when I touched her hand to gain
her attention. “What if it’s not hidden in the Great Pyramid? The treasure the
Sphinx is said to hide sounds far more like the artifact we’re searching for,
don’t you think?”


I nodded. “True enough, I suppose. But it’s a Sphinx and that
means we can’t find whatever secrets it guards without knowing the riddle.”


“Riddle? Like the Greek Sphinx?” Lauren glanced from me to
Royal. “Are we absolutely certain there’s a riddle for an Egyptian Sphinx?”


Royal and I exchanged a look before we spoke in unison.
“There’s always a riddle.”


“And fortunately for the two of you,” Royal continued, “I
happen to know this particular riddle.”


Now, I frowned at him. “Since when do you know riddles?
You’re the only dragon I know who hates riddles.”


“If you must know, I went on a couple dates with Heru’s eldest daughter.”


“Hatshepsut? His heir?” I shook my head. “You have been in
the desert too long if you’re willingly dating an heir apparent to a dragon
prince.”


Royal scowled at me. “You’re an ungrateful snot, Mathias.”


“What is the riddle?” Lauren interrupted with a warning
glare at me.


As though I was the one who needed it. Most unfair. I leaned
back in my chair, nursing the remainder of my tea, then motioned for the dragon
to get on with it.  He tugged his keffiyeh off and laid it on the table
next to his tea and biscuits before he cleared his throat. Dragons. They are
the truly dramatic species of the paranormals. Always.


“The riddle hasn’t been unlocked since the days of Khafre
himself. No one has been inside the Great Sphinx since that time either. Not
even today when they finally cleared away the sands covering him.”


Royal lowered his voice further as he continued,


“Beneath the palace of Pharaoh in the sky


Follow the line of kings


When Khonsu is high


Beneath the watch of he who guards


Power ancient and terrible does reside


There the treasure of the kings lies


Undisturbed save in the midst of Thoth


Let all who thieve perish.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose then muttered, “That doesn’t
even really rhyme.”


That observation earned me a snort before Royal rumbled, “It
is a riddle, man, not a limerick. Lauren, how do you tolerate him?”


“The accent helps,” my wife answered mildly. When I glanced
at her, however, her brow was furrowed with her lips tilting down in a slight
frown. “Pharaohs were believed to live in the heavens in their afterlife with
the stars as their palace, right?”


“Yes. And the line of kings is most likely the three
pyramids of Khufu, Khafre, and Menkaure,” Royal confirmed, his gaze watchful as
he regarded Lauren.


She nodded. “It makes sense. The guardian must refer to the
Great Sphinx.”


“Something we had already sorted out,” I murmured. “People
know where the treasure likely is, but not how to access it.”


Lauren raised a slim hand and brushed her dark hair out of
her face, eyes narrowing in thought. “The riddle said that this power, the
treasure of kings, that it lies undisturbed except in the midst of Thoth. That
sounds like a date, doesn’t it?”


Royal tapped his fingers against the table and abruptly
shoved to his feet. “I hadn’t considered it. Normally, we only hear about Thoth
as the god of knowledge and the moon or as Prince Heru’s
grandfather. But, you may be on to something.” He hurried to the back of the
flat and returned only moments later with a large leather bound book in hand.
He held it up. “This book is all about Ancient Egypt, including their
calendars. Let’s have a look, shall we?”


He flipped through the pages quickly before he stopped about
two thirds of the way through the book. “Here we are. Take a look at this,
Spotter.”


Lauren took the book from him. She studied the page for a
moment before clearing her throat and reading, “‘Thoth was the first month of
the Egyptian calendar and the first month of the Season of Akhet
or Inundation when the Nile flooded bringing new life to the heart of Egypt. It
traditionally falls between September eleventh and October tenth on the Western
Calendar of Gregory.’” She paused and then looked at me. “That means we’re
right in the middle of the month. It’s the twenty-first of September, and this
calendar says that translates to the eleventh day of Thoth.”


“So we have a range of dates,” I said. Leaning back in my
chair, I folded my arms over my chest. The sounds of people screaming outside
made Lauren flinch, and I tensed. Khalid was being as thorough as ever.
Something I’d always disliked about the dragon, he was efficient to the point
of cruelty and he enjoyed it.


Forcing myself to stay seated felt almost herculean in
effort. Then, Lauren reached over to touch my elbow. The knots in my muscles
uncoiled, and I reached out to catch her hand in mine. Giving it a reassuring
squeeze, I forced myself to focus on the conversation at hand and not on the
situation in the streets. Clearing my throat roughly, I stated, “It would help
if we could pinpoint a time. Narrow things a bit.”


Lauren’s grip on my fingers tightened even as she returned
her attention to the book. “This has the gods of Egypt listed, yes?”


“Of course,” came Royal’s simple reply as he moved to the
window and peeked out the shade for a moment before returning to the table. He
poured us all a fresh cup of tea and then glanced at Lauren who was skimming
through the book. “What are you thinking?”


“Khonsu.” She paused as she slid her finger down a page
before she smiled. “He was a moon god. Like Thoth. The riddle says when Khonsu
is high . . . What if it’s the equinox?”


“Equinox?” I repeated. “Did the Ancient Egyptians mark it
especially?”


“Wouldn’t matter,” Royal interjected, “because dragons
always mark the equinoxes as well as the solstices. If Khufu and Khafre were
dragons, they would pay attention to such things. Which means, her guess is
most likely the best chance you have at unlocking the riddle of the Sphinx.” He
paused and then a slow grin spread across his face until his teeth shone white
against his dark beard. “I’ve always wanted to say that.”


“That is because you have no sense,” I grumbled.


“What? Unlocking the riddle of the Sphinx is practically
poetic.”


“Only in your draconic mind.”


“My draconic mind is a wonderland of details and humor
unlike yours, crazy Myrmidon.”


Lauren cleared her throat and cast a pointed look when I
opened my mouth to respond. Shutting my mouth, I pretended not to notice the
annoying dragon’s smirk and turned my attention fully to my wife. “Yes, dear?”


“We need to figure out when the equinox will occur.”


“September twenty-third at oh three hundred hours and
fifty-four minutes.” When we both looked at Royal, he merely shrugged. “What
did I just say? I’m a dragon, and we always mark the equinox. As it is, it
wouldn’t be very wise of you to attempt to venture out from the flat today or
tonight. So, be grateful I know this kind of arbitrary information.”


I grinned at Lauren. “Now we have a plan.”


She rolled her eyes. “I question your definition of a plan,
Mathias. What we have is a time and date. And, Weard’s hunters lurking right
outside. It hardly qualifies as a true plan.”


“We have a day and a half to get the details sorted,” I
replied lightly. “First, I think you should get some more rest.”


“Probably best,” Royal agreed, “what with your delicate
condition and all. Oh and congratulations.”


I hung my head as Lauren stared with wide eyes at the idiot
dragon and then turned to me. “Mathias, what have you been telling people about
me?”


Grinning, I shrugged. “Can I possibly convince you that the
dragon is delusional and has no idea what he’s talking about?”


Lauren raised both eyebrows at that. “No.”


“Well, blast.” Clearing my throat, I rubbed the back of my
neck before I simply spread my hands wide and grinned. “I might have implied
you were expecting in order to make the dragons reunite us faster.”


Lauren shook her head, exasperation lacing her voice, as she
said, “Mathias, you drive me crazy.”


Leaning forward, I caught her face in my hands and touched
my forehead to hers. “I know, love.” Then, I kissed her.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Four


 


 


Lauren


 


The pyramids rose above us, looming dark giants in the
night. Mathias held my hand, his 10 glowing brightly above his head, as we
crouched behind a timeworn block of sandstone. I glanced up, trying not to
worry too much about the overcast sky. The equinox would reach its zenith soon,
and if we missed it . . .


I shook away the troublesome thought. There was no time to
indulge in a useless exercise of what ifs. Royal had cleared the way from the
safe house allowing us to reach the Giza complex without too much trouble. Now,
he was baiting the hunters from Weard to pull them further away from the
pyramids.


Scanning the length of the sand between us and the paws of
the Great Sphinx, I could only sigh in relief as the landscape appeared devoid
of any glowing numbers. I squeezed Mathias’ hand twice as agreed. He
immediately took off running in a low crouch and pulled me along in his wake.
The sand flew beneath our feet, and I nearly tripped over some exposed stones
but managed to stay upright.


We dashed between the Sphinx’s towering paws and then Mathias
slowed. I checked my watch. Three fifty-three. I glanced up at the sky again.
The clouds were still low hanging. I worked on catching my breath as Mathias
led me closer to the Sphinx’s chest where a stele had been erected. I checked
my watch once more. The numbers rolled over. Three fifty-four. Then, the sky
lightened.


The clouds rolled back, revealing the moon, and the air in
front of us shimmered. A glamour. I tightened my grip on Mathias’ hand as we
stepped through together. The air seemed to grow thick and heavy, almost
repelling, before we emerged on the other side. The stones of the Sphinx seemed
to shimmer where the right paw and leg connected to its chest. Moving closer, I
reached out instinctively and touched a stone marked with a hieroglyph.


Nothing happened. Then something grated deep inside, and the
stones formed an outline of a door. Mathias and I pushed against the door, but
it didn’t budge. I scanned the stones and found a smaller hieroglyph about
waist high. I pushed it, and the door slowly rose up to reveal a dark tunnel.


I swallowed hard. Egypt was known for traps, especially in
monuments created by paranormals and dragons tended to be even worse about it.
I hated having to go inside when every instinct screamed I shouldn’t. Mathias’ hand
rested at the small of my back, warm and steadying. “We don’t have much time.
This will likely close as soon as the moon disappears again.”


Right. We had to find this treasure. I had made promises
after all. And, I would not turn my back on my promises.


Taking my flashlight out of my satchel, I switched it on as
I stepped into the tunnel. Smooth sandstone covered in hieroglyphs was carved
into the rock and then painted with bright colors. As we walked through the
tunnel a short ways before descending a steep and long flight of stairs, I
could only pray that the builders of the Great Sphinx hadn’t actually included
a curse in here. Something that dragons in particular were rather infamous for
in regards to their treasure hoards.


The air was musty and stale. I adjusted my head shawl to
wrap one end over my mouth and nose. A peek over my shoulder showed that
Mathias had done the same with his keffiyeh. The stairs ended, and we walked
down a short hall before being forced to climb up another flight of stairs.
Then, we arrived in an unadorned square chamber.


My flashlight caught on a narrow opening at the bottom of the
wall to our right. I dropped to my knees and shone the light inside. The
opening was clear of any bugs, scorpions, or snakes, thank God. But . . .
“You’ll never fit.”


Mathis crouched next to me, worry clear in his blue green
eyes. He was long and lean, but his shoulders were wide enough that there was
no possible way he would be able to get through the narrow tunnel without
getting stuck. “Lauren, you don’t have to go.”


I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to go. Who in their right
mind wanted to go crawling through a narrow tunnel leading God only knows
where? Especially when there was also the chance of falling into a nasty trap
left by an ancient dragon. Not me. Yet, here I was . . . Ugh, my life was
easier when I was just hiding from Weard.


Taking a deep breath, I adjusted my satchel so it would fall
against my hips instead of banging against the ground. I nodded to Mathias. “I
won’t be long.”


For a moment, I thought he would argue but then he nodded.
“Good. We don’t have much time to get back.”


Then, I dropped down to crawl into the narrow tunnel. It was
barely tall enough for me to move on my hands and knees. My shawl and back kept
brushing against the stone, my clothes catching on the rough patches where the
stone wasn’t perfectly smooth. I kept my gaze on the tunnel and attempted to
keep my mind off the fact that thousands of pounds of stone were directly above
my head. Controlling my breathing became more challenging when I turned left
and nearly smacked face first into stone. The tunnel’s ceiling had dropped
further, forcing me down onto my belly.


It felt so small, so tight. I could barely breathe with all
the stone around me, pressing against my back, my sides. Just when I was about
to scream in a full panic, the tunnel abruptly emerged into a larger space. I
scrambled to my feet gladly and took huge gasps of air. My racing heart made my
hands tremble as I slowly shone the flashlight’s beam around the room. Another
square chamber. This one was decorated with paints that depicted scenes of
people. And, dragons.


Taking my phone out of my bag, I snapped pictures of the
scenes on the walls. There was something odd about a couple of them, but I
didn’t have time to linger. I stepped to the right and immediately yelped as I
ran into a stone object. For the love of all things bright, that hurt!


Hissing through my teeth, I shone the flashlight on whatever
I had managed to run into with my knee. A sarcophagus. Lines upon lines of
hieroglyphs and draconic were carved into the stone sides. I took some more
pictures of the sides as well as the carved lid before I shoved against the
stone lid. It didn’t budge.


I also didn’t have much more time.


“Hurry, Lauren!” came Mathias’ faint call.


Setting my feet more firmly against the ground, I placed my
shoulder against the edge of the lid and pushed with all my might. I grunted
and strained until finally the lid slid open with the grating of stone against
stone. Sagging in relief, I blew out a breath. “All right. Please don’t be a
mummy. I cannot handle that tonight.”


The sarcophagus was surprisingly empty save for a linen
wrapped object tucked near the top. I reached in, once more praying that this
wouldn’t be some sort of glamoured mummy or a curse trap, and pulled the object
out. It was about the length of my hand from the tip of my middle finger to my
wrist. And, it was heavy. I hesitated a moment and then carefully peeled the
linen back. I caught a glimpse of bronze before numbers flashed into existence.
I almost dropped it, but the numbers blinked out of existence again. What in
the world was that?


There was a strange sense of . . . more. What that meant I
had no idea. But, this was most certainly a piece of the Crown of Nimrod. I’d
found one.


“Lauren!”


The sharpness of Mathias’ call cut through the curiosity and
desire to see what secrets the crown piece truly held. Blinking, I wrapped the
piece securely and then tucked it deep inside my satchel. Then, I forced myself
to wriggle back into the tunnel. Mathias was waiting at the other end and
pulled me free of the tunnel as soon as I could reach his outstretched hands.


“I found it,” I gasped, still not quite believing it was
true.


“Good. Time to run, love.”


Mathias grabbed my hand and pulled me after him as we raced
out of the chamber. We practically slid down the stairs before sprinting
through the short hall. Racing to the top of the next flight of stairs, I could
hardly catch my breath before Mathias pulled me toward the exit. Moonlight
still flooded the entrance. Then, a shadow passed over it and another. Oh no.


I forced my aching legs to move faster as I caught the sound
of gears shifting. The door was going to drop down, seal us inside. Panic made
me move faster. Another heavy shadow rolled across the entrance. The door
started to sink into view once more. Almost there.


Mathias pulled me flush against his side and then he dove,
taking me with him. We hit the sandy stone with bruising force and then we
rolled. Our feet barely cleared the entrance before the stone door slammed into
place, sending a puff of sand up, as the clouds hid the moon once more.


Panting, I patted Mathias on the chest and then reached down
to grab my satchel. Slipping a hand inside, I couldn’t relax until I grasped
the long slightly curved piece. A soft laugh escaped me as I pressed my face
into Mathias’ shoulder. “We did it.”


Mathias pulled me to my feet and adjusted my head shawl
before he stole a kiss. “I knew you could do it.”


“Only four more to find,” I murmured softly.


“Right. Let’s get out of here, shall we?”


I nodded and grabbed his offered hand. We stepped through
the glamour once more. It squeezed my lungs painfully this time before we
emerged. Not as painful as the security glamour at the Colosseum, but certainly
a fierce deterrent.


We had only taken a few steps before two bodies slammed into
us. Hands wrapped around my shoulders and hurled me into the stone paw behind
me. A hiss escaped me as I knocked my head against stone and the breath was
crushed out of my lungs. Everything went dark for a moment. When I could see
clearly again, Mathias was breaking the neck of a man. I caught a glimpse of a
badly scarred visage and the fiery orange eyes of a dragon before he slumped
into the sand.


Then Mathias was beside me, helping me to my feet. “Come on,
we need to get out of Egypt.”


“Are they dead?”


“One. Khalid isn’t though. Come on, Lauren. We’ve outstayed
our welcome, and we can’t draw them back to our friend.”


Realizing he didn’t fully believe that Khalid was unaware of
us, I could only nod. I didn’t ask about Royal. Even though I truly wanted to do
so. If Weard had figured out where we were and that we had been helped by
Royal, wouldn’t that mean he’d have to go to a different hiding place too? And,
where in the world was my Myrmidon planning to take me now? Not another
abandoned village I hoped. Although perhaps that would be better than taking
shelter in an old tomb. Anywhere Weard wasn’t sounded like a very nice option.
If that option even existed.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Five


 


 


Mathias


 


The smell of the sea filled my lungs as I walked the perimeter
of the rooftop courtyard. I glanced across the ruins of ancient buildings and
columns, then out to the Mediterranean. Carthage, once home to Hannibal the
Great and subject to many purges, still lingered even with the norm capital of
Tunis rising to the south.


“I should have known you would be drawn to the homeland of
another Ten.”


I smiled as I turned to find Lauren watching me. She wore a
loose kaftan of deep green but hadn’t fetched her head shawl yet, leaving her
dark hair to tumble loose around her shoulders. As she approached, I closed the
distance between us and drew her into a tight embrace. “I wouldn’t say that I
chose to make a safe house here for that reason.”


She pulled back slightly in order to look up at me. “No?”


“No, you cheeky little minx,” I retorted. Keeping my arms
around her, I rubbed her back lightly as I added, “It was for strategic
purposes. Naturally.”


“Oh naturally.” The corner of her mouth curved up into a
tantalizing smirk as she tilted her head to the side. “And, it had absolutely
nothing whatsoever to do with the fact that you did not get to walk properly in
the footsteps of Alexander the Great while in Alexandria.”


“Right.” I grinned and then chuckled. “All right, maybe I
had a little bit of fun knowing that I had a safe house situated where the
greatest military strategic mind once walked. Bit of grounding for a Myrmidon
such as myself. We were said to be distantly related to Hannibal after all.”


“Of course, you were, dear.” Lauren tugged on my loose shirt
and then rose on her tiptoes to press a glancing kiss against my lips. “By the
way, you have yet to properly apologize for lying about me to dragons.”


“It was a very small fib,” I protested. “Wait a minute.
Where do you think you’re off to, hmm?”


Lauren ducked out of my embrace and then backed away, a slow
grin appearing. “Away from you. Because you do not deserve me. At all.”


I clicked my tongue as I slowly stalked toward her. “True
enough, I suppose. However, I do rather like you.”


She laughed. “Well, I rather like you too, Mathias. But, you
still don’t deserve me.”


“Shall I worship at your feet then?” I asked, following her
as she backed away in a circle. The only furniture on the rooftop courtyard
consisted of stone benches and awnings that could block out the midday sun,
which meant she couldn’t put much between us. “Or swear to slay all your
enemies?”


Lauren shook her head. “Neither.”


“Oh. I see.” I grinned. “Then, perhaps we can make a
bargain.”


She offered an answering grin. “That would depend.”


“On what?”


“Whether you can catch me.” The words no sooner left her
mouth than she spun and sprinted toward the door leading inside.


I gave a shout as I pursued her. This was the sort of
mischief I could get used to from Lauren.


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


I wrapped my arms more securely around Lauren as she
slept. Dropping a kiss against her bare shoulder, I brushed aside her hair to
further expose her neck. Before I could follow through, however, I heard
buzzing. I touched my forehead to the crook of Lauren’s neck before reluctantly
letting her go so I could roll over. The burner Royal had given me was buzzing
somewhere among my clothes on the floor. The obnoxious sound continued as I
stretched to find my trousers and finally dug it out. Royal was calling.


“What is it?” I muttered as I flopped back on the bed.


“Have you seen the latest news reports?”


“I have better things to do than watch the telly. I’m a very busy married man.”


“Then you need to take a moment to watch the news,” Royal
growled. “Be aware of the world beyond your quest.” There was a crackling pause
and then he whispered, “I need to go. Watch your back.”


There was a click, and I turned the burner off. I would toss
it when I went to fetch the evening meal. Blast the dragon for his
interference. I glanced at Lauren confirming that she was still sleeping before
I reluctantly found the remote for the telly stuffed
in a corner of the bedroom. Turning it on, I flicked from the local news
station to the worldwide paranormal news network. The announcers were speaking
English as Arabic subtitles scrolled across the bottom of the screen. Both
looked nervous, even the high elf who normally showed no emotions beneath his
professional mask. Something had happened.


“Breaking news out of Saint Augustine, Florida, after a week
of confirmed assassinations in the city known as the embassy of the West. It
has been confirmed that there were a string of connected poisonings among the
ambassadors including an eastern dragon, Princess Ming-Lin, a high elf whose
name has not been released, and a Therian shifter whose name is also being
withheld. A joint taskforce was confirmed to address these attacks, especially
given the history of the North American Therian shifters’ isolation from most
other paranormals as a kingdom.”


The sprite’s wings beat hard and fast as she interrupted her
companion. “We’ve just received word of a live broadcast from the Chicago
headquarters of Weard Enterprises. We will switch over to that now.”


The scene changed from the newsroom to the steps in front of
Weard Enterprises’ main building. A woman I vaguely recognized as one of the
Unseelie Fae, the faint hint of green tones to her skin pointing to her
heritage being that of a Banshee, stood behind a podium. Her gaze was arresting
even through the screen as she inclined her head slightly. “Good morning. As of
ten minutes ago, at nine-fifty am central, Weard Enterprises has confirmed the
presence of assassins in the embassy city of Saint Augustine, Florida. It is
also our sorrow to confirm that two more deaths have occurred among the
assembled ambassadors; however, their names have not been released to the
public in order to provide opportunities for their next of kin to be
contacted.”


The Banshee paused deliberately and I felt Lauren move next
to me as she rolled, pulling the covers with her. Then the Banshee started
speaking again, her tone differing ever so slightly and growing harsher. “While
it is true that a joint task force was claimed to be assembled to investigate
these deaths, Weard Enterprises was not invited to join this rumored task
force. In fact, it has come to our attention that certain parties did their
best to block our entry and efforts to aid in this disturbing series of events.
Behavior that, we must all agree, does not bode well for certain parties’
pretense at being innocent and uninvolved in these happenings. The dragon
princes do not care that one of their own fell victim to this conspiracy.
Perhaps, because these princes of the west still do not extend welcome or
hospitality to the kings of the east. Weard’s promises to those paranormals who
see these signs of corruption, of brutality, and of carelessness includes the
oath that we will not rest until we have curtailed these poorly disguised
attempts at suppression and territory encroachment. We warn anyone watching of
this, do not think that history and lineage alone will protect you if you mean
harm to us. We will come against you, and we are more powerful than even you
know.”


I turned off the telly as the
scene cut back to the main studio. I didn’t want to listen to their
speculation. I already knew it was bad, and I understood exactly what Weard was
saying.


“A new face,” came Lauren’s soft observation.


“Same propaganda,” I murmured. Then, I leaned back onto the
mattress and pillows as Lauren moved to press against my side. I wrapped an arm
around her and kissed her lightly on the lips. “It is the same message . . .
only bolder.”


“It fits what Royal said about the younger dragons being
deceived by Weard into acts of rebellion.” Her hand rested on my chest as she
lifted her head enough to look me in the eyes. Concern filled her gaze. “Do you
think they will call for open war? It’s . . . madness.”


Trailing my fingers down her bare arm, I leaned my head back
against the pillow. “Our world is going mad, Lauren. If Weard cannot be forced
to back down, we could face open war. And if that happened . . . It would be
worse than both of the world wars combined, especially if the battles between
paranormals were to spill over into the norm’s perceptions as they did in
ancient times.”


“Do you regret rejecting the dragon prince’s offer?” came
the quiet almost hesitant question.


Rubbing my thumb in a circle across her bicep, I shook my
head. Rolling onto my right side, I made certain we were face to face. Unable
to resist, I reached out to trace the soft skin of her temple. Her hair fell
against my hand like a silky curtain before I pushed it back behind her ear and
then traced my fingers down to her chin. “I . . . I cannot fight their war.
Even when they claim to be in the right . . . I could never have peace fighting
in another dragon war. I would lose myself, and I fear not even you would be
able to call me back if that happened.”


She nodded. “Then, we keep Weard from gaining control of the
crown. Maybe the loss will bring this rogue to his senses.”


I smiled. “Unlikely, but I admire your hope.”


Lauren laughed softly as she reached up to grab my hand.
Dragging it down, she pressed a kiss to my fingers. “What do you see for us,
Mathias? What’s your hope?”


“I don’t have hopes,” I intoned. “I have goals.”


Her laughter rang out clearer. She reached out to poke me in
the stomach. “All right, you smug Myrmidon, what are your goals?”


Chuckling, I pulled her close. I stole a kiss before
replying, “My goal is rather simple. I will help you finish this quest as
quickly as can be managed. And then, my dear little Spotter, we are going to
run away.”


“Oh really?” Her dark eyes sparkled as she combed her
fingers through my hair. “Where are we running away to again?”


“A little island in the Pacific where we can start our
family.”


Lauren squinted at me. “Are you sure about that plan? What
if you grow bored with such a slow and sedate life after all your years going
places and being involved?”


I tightened my grip around her. “Oh, I have a plan for that
too.”


“Of course you do,” she murmured before being a most
distracting being by kissing the corner of my jaw. “Are you sharing that one?”


The feel of her kisses against my neck were almost enough to
distract me entirely. I swallowed hard, making the little minx giggle. “Well, I
rather think having six or seven little ones running around the beach like
little pirates and vagabonds would be more than enough to keep us too busy for
anything so mundane as boredom.”


Lauren’s laughter filled the air, and she pushed up on her
elbow as she shoved me in the shoulder. “You have lost your mind if you expect
them all at once.”


I grinned. “What if they show up in smaller sets?” When she
laughed harder, I smirked at her. “That wasn’t a no. Come here, you charming
little vixen.”


She continued laughing until I silenced her with kisses. 


 


* * *


 












Chapter Six


 


 


Lauren


 


I took a sip of my tea as I studied the map of the Seven
Wonders. Only two left. Knossos of Crete and the Forge of Hephaestus in Mount
Etna. Crete or Sicily. My stomach churned at the idea of going to either one. I
grimaced as I laid a hand on my abdomen. Even the mint tea was only providing a
little bit of relief for the waves of nausea, something that seemed worse when
I tried to figure out a safe sane way of finishing this quest.


“Lauren? I brought lunch.”


“No fish, I hope.”


Mathias’ chuckle filled the air as he came into the main
living area. He had a basket tucked under one arm, and he offered a slight
smirk. “No fish, which is surprisingly difficult to eliminate from the menu in
a town on the seaside, but I am a veritable miracle worker.” He glanced at me
and paused before pulling out whatever was in the basket. “All right, love? You
still look a bit peaky.”


“I’m . . . fine.”


He frowned slightly. “Are you certain? I can make you some
ginger tea. Keep you from being sick again.”


I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. Really. I already made some
mint tea.”


I glanced down at the map and then looked back at Mathias
who was rummaging around in the basket again. He pulled out a bambalouni, a large donut nearly the size of my face, with
a ridiculously proud grin. “Here we go. Since you’re already having some mint
tea, this will be the perfect accompaniment.” He passed it to me and then
gestured to the map. “If you’re trying to decide which one to conquer next, you
should know that Mount Etna has been having sleeping pains.”


Squeezing my eyes shut, I muttered, “Sleeping pains? What
does that even mean?”


“Tremors and minor plumes of ash escaping. Not bad enough to
evacuate the area. Maybe it’s old Typhon attempting to break free of his
bonds.” There was a pause and then clear concern entered his voice, “Lauren?
You’re looking very peaky again.” The cushion sank as he sat down next to me,
and then his fingers brushed against my forehead. “Lauren, this is the third
week you have not felt well. We should find a healer. If we’re careful and you
play with your glamour, I can get you into a proper healer without worrying
that someone will remember you from Weard’s hunting.”


I opened my eyes, taking a steadying breath. Mathias’ eyes
were on me, watching me with concern in their blue green depths. Clearing my
throat, I set the bambalouni on the low table along
with my tea in a desperate attempt to calm my nerves. Oh, this was more of a
challenge than even I had expected. I took another slow breath through my nose,
and then shifted on the couch so I could better face him. “I went to a healer
this morning.” As soon as his eyebrows rose, I rushed to finish. “I went to a
norm, a midwife actually because it seemed . . . safer than attempting to find
a healer who served the paranormal community. And, you did say last week that
you hadn’t seen any of Weard’s hunters anywhere in Carthage since our first
week here. So I, well, I assumed it would be . . . safer.”


“Yes, you said that,” he intoned slowly. “Did she tell you
why you’ve been so prone to being sick these last few weeks?”


“Yes.” I cleared my throat again, the words squeezing
together before I managed to get it out. “I’m . . . I am pregnant, Mathias.”


He did not have the reaction I was expecting at all. He
stared at me for a long moment, and then his eyebrows crept closer to his hairline.
His gaze swept over me. “You’re . . . pregnant,” he repeated slowly.


I nodded, heart fluttering against my ribs and stomach
twisting. “Yes.”


A slow grin appeared, and then he clicked his tongue. “You
are pregnant. That is . . . absolutely brilliant!” He tugged me into a tight
embrace as he pressed a kiss to my lips. Then he bounced to his feet and
clapped his hands together, still wearing a huge grin. “We’re going to have a
baby!”


Pressing my hands against my cheeks, I could only stare at
him. “Mathias, don’t you think the timing is . . . wrong?”


“Wrong?” He shook his head. “No. This is brilliant, Lauren.
We are having a baby!”


Great, now I felt terrible for not having his reaction. I
ran my hands through my hair struggling against the ridiculous urge to burst
into tears. Now was not the appropriate time for hormones. “We are on a quest
with dangerous people chasing us. This is not a good time to be pregnant. You
do realize this, don’t you?”


He chuckled softly. “I realize it’s a mite late for you to protest.”
When I didn’t smile in return, Mathias’ grin faded to a smaller version as he
dropped back down beside me and took my hands in his. He rubbed my fingers
gently and ducked his head to look me in the eyes. “Here now, no tears, love.
Admittedly, this announcement would have been even better if we were done
saving the world as we know it and were relaxing on a nice beach with copious
amounts of tea at the ready. And, a hammock. However, I’m not going to raise a
fuss over you being pregnant now.”


I blew out a breath trying to steady my emotions. “What
happens when Weard catches up to us again? We’ve had a difficult enough time
protecting ourselves in the past and have had far too many close calls. What
happens now when I am pregnant, and I’m certainly no better at combat than I
was then? What are we going to do?”


Mathias’ grip on my hands tightened. “Don’t worry about such
things. I will protect you. I will always protect you and this little
unexpected passenger tagging along with us. You know that, yes?”


“Yes, of course. However, you are not invincible, Mathias,
even if you are a Ten and a Myrmidon.” I shook my head. “This is all happening
so fast. Aren’t you at all . . . nervous?”


“No,” he stated simply. As soon as I gave him a look, he
smirked. Then, he raised my hands and pressed a kiss to my curled fingers. “I
love you, Lauren. This is a good thing, so smile a little, love.”


I smiled in spite of my best efforts. Sighing, I said, “You
make me crazy.”


He chuckled. “I know. I can’t help it when you’re the one
who drives me mad all the time.” He kissed my fingers once more and then
dropped them in favor of placing his hand on my stomach. “Don’t look worried,
love. I will keep you both safe, in Knossos, in Mount Etna, and then off to our
own little island.”


“I suppose you would prefer to go to Knossos first then,” I
asked drily.


Mathias massaged my stomach. “Well, it is a resort town. A
retreat for the powerful paranormal families might make a nice little holiday
around the treasure hunting, especially with being well into their slow
season.”


“You realize we are not on holiday, yes?”


He grinned, still touching my stomach and rubbing in small
circles. “Depends on your frame of mind really.”


I rolled my eyes. “I do not know what those healers in Rome
gave you, but you are most certainly being batty.”


“How far along?”


I blinked at him. “What?”


Mathias glanced at me, his hand stilling on my stomach. “How
far along are you? The midwife told you, yes?”


“Yes. That is, she said I’m about nine weeks.”


A slow grin grew into being once more, and then a chuckle
escaped. Then, another. And, another until I rather wanted to smack him. I
stood up and crossed my arms over my stomach as I glared at my husband who was
practically rolling with laughter now. “What is so funny?”


He was still chuckling when he sat up. “You need to
apologize to me.”


I stared at him. “Apologize for what?”


Mathias grinned as he replied with a ridiculously annoying
amount of smugness. “For making me apologize. You know when Royal revealed that
I had told the dragons you were in a delicate condition in Alexandria. You were
mad at me and made me apologize for saying it.”


“And, your point in bringing this up?” I asked despite
knowing what he was likely to say.


The grin somehow grew smugger like a cat that had gotten
into an entire jug of cream. He might have even wriggled a little as he waved a
hand toward my stomach. “You’ve been carrying our little stowaway since before
the airship. We’ve only been in Carthage five weeks after all. Therefore, I
deserve an apology for my apology under duress.”


I shook my head. “Mathias, you are just too much.”


He smirked. “So you’ll apologize, yes?”


I stepped toward him and leaned down slightly so I could
look directly into his eyes as I breathed softly, “No.” Then, I grabbed one of
the bolsters and smacked him in the face with it.


Mathias let out a shout of laughter, and I smacked him again
before dropping the bolster in favor of darting toward the stairs leading up to
the bedroom. Arms came around my waist and pulled me flush against his chest,
which shook with muffled laughter. He leaned over and kissed my ear, then my
cheek before he grabbed my hand and spun me around to face him.


Placing a hand against my stomach, I grimaced. “No more
spinning.”


“Sorry.” Then, he pulled me close again and started dancing
me around the room. “You’re happy too, Lauren?”


“Yes,” I admitted. “I’m just . . . I worry. It would have
been better if it wasn’t happening now when we’re . . . we don’t even have a
steady home right now.”


“We will,” he stated, promises lacing through his voice.
“Before the baby gets here, we’ll be settled.”


“On a little island in the Pacific, right?” I asked drily.


A crooked grin appeared even as his gaze softened. “Anywhere
with you and the baby will be paradise, Lauren. You, the two of you, are all
that matters to me. Securing the remaining pieces of the crown, that’s just a
stepping stone to protecting the two of you. Weard’s hunters have been pulled
back. They’re busy harassing the dragons. We nip into these wonders, find the
crown pieces, and then nip back out.”


“You make it sound so easy,” I murmured.


The smug look returned as Mathias grinned down at me. “This
will be nothing compared to the Trials of Achilles. After all, I am a Myrmidon.
I happen to be functioning quite well these days.”


Laughing in spite of myself, I could only lean my head
against his chest. We swayed in a circle, Mathias holding me close. If only I
could believe it would be that simple.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


“If you’re nervous about people guessing, you might want
to stop constantly touching your stomach,” came the amused murmur in my ear.


My hand paused midway down my stomach. I hadn’t been
thinking when I’d started smoothing my shirt. Now though, I felt even more
self-conscious as I scanned our surroundings. There weren’t a lot of people
moving among the stone paved streets of Knossos, probably due to late
November’s cooler temperatures, but I only saw a few 7s among the 6s. Still
higher than I was completely comfortable being around. I was thankful there
didn’t seem to be any truly high numbers around, save for the incorrigible Ten
next to me. And him, well, I wasn’t feeling particularly grateful for at the
moment.


Zipping my leather jacket halfway up, I tried to ignore the
sensation that I was getting ready to pop out of my jeans and shirt. At twelve
weeks, I still didn’t have a true bump or so Mathias kept insisting. My jeans
felt a bit tight though and I had left my shirt untucked, hoping to camouflage
anything the Myrmidon was lying through his teeth about not being there. This
whole plan of ours was utter lunacy.


“You’re worrying,” Mathias whispered. “Remember positive
thoughts.”


“At the moment, dear, the only thing I’m positive about is
that this is a terrible idea. And, I really want to slap you. And, I’m
starving.” I frowned at the buildings rising on either side of us, their
frescos of bulls and griffins bright blue or red against the paler sandstone
covered walls. Knossos, behind its glamoured appearance of ruins, still clung
to its Minoan roots and catered only to the paranormal community leaving
Heraklion, the current capital of Crete, barely five kilometers north. As a result,
it was difficult for me to figure out which building might hold a restaurant or
café. The only street vendors we had passed were cooking skewers of meat, the
smell of which I still couldn’t tolerate. Just the thought of the smell of
cooking meat was enough to make my stomach roil with a threat of nausea.


Trying to get my mind off my mounting nausea, I took a deep
breath before grasping Mathias’ hand. I could only hope that our decision to
abandon disguises hadn’t been a mistake. Leaving all my head shawls save for
two in our go bag still seemed . . . reckless. Although, Mathias had argued
that I could get away without drawing too much attention to myself without a
shawl covering my hair in Crete, I still felt . . . vulnerable after spending
so much of the past year wearing one. I brushed my loose hair out of my face as
I studied the buildings again. I wasn’t a Seeker who would be drawn to any
object or person I sought, which made figuring out where the missing piece of
the Crown of Nimrod could be hidden difficult. Especially, in a place as
layered with various glamours as Knossos.


Mathias squeezed my hand twice in close succession, and I
realized I was digging my nails into him. Wincing, I murmured an apology as I
forced my fingers to relax. He brushed my words aside as he nodded toward a
multistory building lined with inverted red columns. “There we are, Minos’
palace.”


I suppressed a sigh. Minos had been infamous enough to leak
into the norm’s myths and legends, first for the labyrinth and its minotaur then
for the curse of turning all he touched into gold. But among paranormals, his
true reputation as a rather ruthless demigod-dragon hybrid was far more
terrifying. He was said to be the first true collector of other rare
paranormals, dropping them into his labyrinth and forcing them to fight for the
smallest scraps of food. He was finally stopped by Theseus, but it had been a
costly mission with Theseus’ father being assassinated on Minos’ orders when he
learned the people of Athens intended to rebel against his cruel tricks. Norms
told it differently, of course, but their memories weren’t as long or as
reliable as paranormals.


Still . . . “Are you certain you want to venture there
first?”


“It will be fine. It’s normal visiting hours so we can nip
in and have a look around without anyone growing suspicious. If the artifact
isn’t in the palace proper, we might at least find a clue to where it was
likely moved.”


“What if it’s in the labyrinth?”


Mathias smiled faintly as he glanced down at me. “Then, we’d
better pick up a spool of thread when we stop for lunch.”


I rolled my eyes at him. “You are not nearly as funny as you
think you are, you insufferable man.”


He chuckled. “We’ll be fine. It’s not as though the
labyrinth will be occupied anymore. It’s kept cleared of anyone or anything
unsavory by dragon prince sanctioned patrols.”


“And, just how do you know that’s true?” I asked in an
undertone as we passed through another glamour. There were a lot of glamours
here, enough that I wasn’t certain I was actually seeing everyone in the area.
I frowned at a flicker to our right. Had it been a number?


I studied the side street, but nothing else appeared. Maybe
it was just the light . . . Oh, I hoped it was just the light.


Mathias didn’t seem to notice anything. Maybe I was just
jumpy . . . not that I didn’t have good reason. I caught myself just before I
touched my stomach again. Come on, Lauren, keep your head. Dropping my hand to
my side, I tugged on Mathias’ hand and then nodded to the entrance of another
heavily glamoured side street. “Any idea what that’s about?”


It was a repelling glamour and strong enough that it took
most of my concentration to keep walking instead of turning down a different
street to get away from it. The muscle in Mathias’ jaw twitched as he gave the
street a sharp look. He didn’t increase his pace, but an edge entered his walk
and his bearing enough to make me painfully aware of the 10 blazing bright
above his head. Mathias had slipped from his relaxed almost casual manner back
to being a man whose very existence screamed that he was dangerous.


“Mathias,” I said softly as I tightened my grip on his hand.


“The thing about Knossos is the powerful who come here in
the spring and summer with their families sometimes return in winter with very
different company.” The edge still hadn’t faded as he tilted his head at the
buildings we were passing, which also had been heavily glamoured. “And, they
don’t want their business falling into unfriendly hands. So, they use glamours
to hide from the world and their neighbors. No one wants to be caught with
their trousers down after all.”


“There are probably easier solutions to avoiding such
embarrassment,” I muttered.


The palace of Knossos, of Minos, loomed in front of us and I
felt the tickle of the glamour once more as we walked into the first courtyard.
At least, it didn’t squeeze and threaten to crush the air from our lungs like
the one at the Colosseum. So far that was the best sign that maybe we’d be able
to find the piece of the crown and then slip out of this far too secretive city
before we drew too much attention. We walked through an open air corridor and
then passed through three more courtyards before we entered an anteroom and
walked through two sets of open double doors into a smaller room.


Red walls were covered with reposing griffins, two of which
framed either side of an alabaster seat. There was a wavy stone remnant against
the wall above the seat where one might have seen a proper throne. Gaps
separated the seat from the stone benches hugging the wall on either side and
then joining benches to line the walls of the rest of the room. A large stone
basin sat in the middle of the floor directly in line with the throne as though
it was awaiting an offering . . . or a blood tribute.


I let go of Mathias’ hand as I moved deeper into the room.
The paint on the walls seemed to shimmer, especially the griffins. I frowned as
I approached the nearest relief. There was something here. I just couldn’t seem
to quite make it out.


“Lauren, wait.”


I startled at the call, but it was
already too late. My fingers brushed over the wall, the faint shimmer turned
into a painful shock that made me yelp. Backing away from the wall as I shook
my tingling fingers, I whirled to find Mathias doing a terrible job of hiding
his amusement. “Let me guess, you forgot they have a protection layer on the
walls.”


He gave a muffled cough that sounded far more like a laugh.
Tugging on the sleeves of his jacket, he managed to give off an air of
insufferable polish as he simply replied, “I actually didn’t know anything of
the sort. However, I was not expecting you to go touching things you shouldn’t.
It’s not like you, Lauren.”


I rolled my eyes as I looked around the throne room once
more. “I just want this over with so that we can move on . . . with
everything.” I waved my hand at the walls, the tingling finally subsiding
enough not to make my fingers feel oddly numb, and added, “Unless we find a
trapdoor or some sort of clue, there’s nothing here that is of any help to us.”


Mathias nodded as he roamed the perimeter of the room,
taking care not to touch anything. “No drafts or seams.” He drew even with me
and took the hand that had received the shock between his two. His fingers
caressed over my palm to my fingertips before he murmured, “Looks like it was
just a warning defense.”


“It was very effective because I will not be touching
anything else in this palace,” I replied tersely. Tugging my hand from his
grasp, I shoved both hands into my jacket pockets. The satchel tilted forward
with the movement and I quickly readjusted it. “Maybe a treasure chamber would
give us a better lead?”


He smiled faintly. “Maybe. There was a commotion in Weard
about ten years back regarding some misguided hobgoblin getting trapped in an
underground treasure chamber. Came out raving about the laughter of Minos.”


“Trapped in an underground treasure chamber,” I repeated
slowly. Blowing out a sigh, I mumbled under my breath, “That’s just wonderful.”


Mathias chuckled again as he wrapped an arm around my
shoulders. “Ah, no fear, love. I’m sure it was an exaggeration. He probably
ended up on the wrong side of a siren.”


“Mathias.”


“Yes, love.”


“You realize that doesn’t actually comfort me, right?”


He grinned down at me, then pulled me against his side.
“Whether it’s sirens or an underground treasure chamber, I’ll keep you safe.”
He dropped a kiss against my hair and then nodded toward the doors. “Let’s move
on, shall we?”


“Gladly.”


We turned toward the doors only for the farthest set to
abruptly slam closed with enough force to send dust falling. The echo had
barely died when the second set of double doors slammed shut. Mathias pushed me
behind him. Then, I heard a pop and a hiss. My heart started beating against my
ribs like a frantic bird caught in a trap. Looking around, I saw pale blue
smoke billowing up out of the offering bowl. A heavy sweet scent filled the
air.


I scrambled to pull my head shawls out of the satchel,
coughing as the perfumed smoke continued flooding the room. I pressed one of
them to my face, covering my nose and mouth, but it was too late. The room swam
and the griffins on the walls seemed to move. Their heads turned to pierce me
with mocking stares. Then they seemed to leap off the walls, swarming toward
me. I stumbled, trying to back away, only to collapse to my hands and knees.


Mathias dropped to one knee. He reached a hand out to me. He
didn’t see the griffins. I opened my mouth to warn him only to choke on the
smoke. Between coughs, the room grew hazier. The griffins were still coming. I
tried to stand or to speak. My body no longer obeyed my mind. Two griffins
charged directly at me. I fell back into darkness.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Seven


 


 


Mathias


 


The unyielding feel of stone dug into my back. For a
moment, I imagined I would be approached by either Royal or whichever local
guide I’d been assigned with morning tea. Only there was no wind against my
skin, no sound of birds or small animals skittering about in the undergrowth,
no sound of people.


I opened my eyes to darkness and then blinked an unbreaking
grey ceiling into focus. My head felt rather heavy and stuffed, like the time I
had nearly been smothered by an angry yeti in the Himalayas. It wasn’t cold
enough to be a similar thing this time. I blinked once more, attempting to
force my thoughts into action. I remembered the blue smoke that smelled sweet
and . . . Lauren.


“Lauren,” I croaked before coughing. Rolling my head to the
right, I didn’t see her. There was only grey walls streaked with darker stains.
“Lauren,” I called again as I rolled to my left.


My groping fingers brushed against something soft . . .
leather . . . first. Rolling completely onto my left side, my lungs tightened
at the sight of her. Still and pale, her dark hair falling across her face. The
only sign of life was the barest flutter of her hair as she breathed. Her
jacket was unzipped as though . . . she had been searched.


I swore as I patted at my sleeves. My knives were gone. As
were our bags, which meant . . . the crown piece was gone. I swore again before
I forced my leaden limbs to move, pulling myself more than crawling closer to
Lauren. Reaching her side, I rested my hand briefly on her stomach just above
her hips before running it up one side and then the other. I didn’t find any
blood or obvious signs of injury, not even bruising when I tugged her shirt up.
What worried me, however, was the fact that Lauren never stirred once at my
touch.


After checking her neck, I was fairly certain I could safely
move her. The heavy sluggishness dragging at my limbs made the task more
difficult. Yet, I managed. Pulling Lauren’s back against my chest, I maneuvered
us so we were sitting up. My back once more pressed against the cold stone of our . . . prison. My jacket kept the moisture off despite
the cold seeping through, however, which wasn’t as terrible as the last time I
had been a proper prisoner. The stint in Prince Heru’s
holding cells did not qualify. I stretched my legs out and shifted Lauren until
her legs were on top of mine.


Brushing her hair out of her face, I could only thank God
that she was breathing steadily, even if it was too shallow for my liking.
Dropping my head back against the wall, I fought to clear the fog from my
brain. How much time passed I wasn’t certain. I only knew that I had closed my
eyes at some point and when I opened them, Lauren was rolling away from me.


I called her name, but she didn’t answer as she continued
scrambling as far as she could in the relatively tight cell. Then, she got
sick. Grimacing in sympathy, I managed to get to my feet and made my way over
to her. Pulling her hair back, I murmured softly to her in a poor attempt to
offer some comfort. This was certainly the less joyful part of pregnancy . . .
although, I was very careful not to tell Lauren as much. She’d likely throw
something at my head if I were ever so foolish as that.


It took a good bit of time before Lauren seemed to be over
her bout of sickness. I brought her over to the opposite corner again and settled
us both on the ground. She leaned her head against my shoulder, eyes closed and
skin pale, as she asked faintly, “What was that smoke?”


“Python’s Breath. The dragons use it to subdue rogues or
shifters who’ve lost all sense of their humanity. Unfortunately, it can have a
lingering reaction on anyone who isn’t a shifter.” I paused when Lauren shifted
her hand to rest against her abdomen. She didn’t ask it, but I knew what she
was worrying over now. Whether the baby would be affected.


I didn’t trust whoever had caught us to not be listening to
our conversation now. And, I did not want to hand them any leverage to use
against us. I couldn’t comfort her in words this time. Instead, I could only
reach over to cover the hand resting on her abdomen with mine. I squeezed
twice, and then pressed a kiss to her temple.


Tugging Lauren up with me, I had to hunch nearly in half to
stand on my feet. It seemed someone was waiting for just that, however, because
a narrow section of rock depressed where we had been sitting only a moment ago.
Moving in front of Lauren, I approached the section cautiously before I pushed
against the stone. It clicked and then slid to the right, vanishing inside the
wall.


I waited a moment and when nothing attacked, I reached a
hand behind me. Lauren’s slim fingers wrapped around mine, and I led us into
the dark. The ceiling was still too low for me to stand up straight, and the
tunnel walls were a tight fit. I had to turn sideways to scoot through three
different narrow spots. Finally, the tunnel emptied into a much wider one and I
was able to stand upright, my back aching at the prolonged time I’d spent
hunched over. No sign of our bags or of anything else for that matter, aside
from a bronze brazier casting its flickering light across the white stone walls
of the tunnel.


Spying a bundle of torches, I grabbed one and set its head
in the brazier until the flames caught. I’d grabbed a second when Lauren’s gasp
pulled my attention to her and then to whatever had alarmed her. Movement in
the shadows. A heavy step echoed in the tunnel followed by the sound of metal
grinding together.


My suspicions were confirmed when the firelight caught on
smooth bronze. I swore under my breath as I grabbed Lauren by the arm and
pulled her around behind me. “Talos automatons.”


“I thought those were disbanded for faulty . . .
programming.”


Lauren sounded a bit faint on the last word, and I hoped she
wasn’t about to collapse or have another bout of sickness. Keeping my free hand
on her arm, pushing her so she stood at my back, I didn’t dare look away from
the approaching Talos automaton. One of the Fae had
been tinkering with automatons, mucking about in hopes of recreating the Talos. Instead, they’d managed to create a series of seven
foot tall, oversized mechanical men whose programming led them to follow orders
even if it meant trampling owners underfoot. A few cases had reported the
automatons working together to pull an owner apart by the limbs when he’d
attempted to leave the boundaries of his estate. Faulty programming was a bit
of an understatement.


I raised the flickering torch, but the bronze man merely
kept up his approach. Then another appeared, huge feet clanking and bronze
covered legs scraping together with every step. This one extended deceptively
human looking hands. I almost preferred the older models with clamps instead of
proper hands. Letting them grab us would be a potentially deadly mistake,
especially without my weapons.


We were forced to back up and then to turn down a winding side
tunnel to avoid the automatons’ outstretched hands. When we came to a
crossroads, I attempted to turn right only to have a third Talos
automaton appear. We went left, the floor of the tunnel sloping slightly as we
went . . . down. The automatons were driving us down somewhere. Further into
this twisting maze of tunnels.


Eventually, we stumbled into a larger room. The automatons
ceased pursuing us although they remained grouped in the archway leading into
the room. I felt Lauren grip the back of my jacket as I slowly turned, raising
the torch high. Light and shadow fought each other, flickering into being
before vanishing. Yet, I could make out the bright paints of frescos. I moved
closer to one of the walls. A fresco of a pale man leaping the horns of a charging
bull stood out in stark contrast to the red walls of this particular room. They
had painted the stone . . .


I moved in a slow circuit around the room. More frescos
covered the length of the two walls and either side of the archways leading
from the automaton filled tunnel to another empty tunnel. These showed stylized
griffins, more bull leaping, and even a minotaur chasing a woman and fighting a
man. A groan escaped me, however, when the torch’s light flickered across a
distinct carving. The ancient Greek symbol Delta. The mark of Daedalus.


“I thought you said the labyrinth was kept cleared by the
dragons,” Lauren murmured.


“I did.” I glanced down at her as I added ruefully,
“Unfortunately, that would be the labyrinth that was built for the amusement of
Knossos’ clientele. That is the mark of Daedalus, which means we are likely
inside the original labyrinth, the one he built for Minos’ monsters.”


“And there are faulty automatons blocking the only way we
currently know that might lead out instead of further in,” she concluded. She
fell silent for a long moment and then sighed. “I knew this wasn’t going to be
easy.” When I looked at her, she was frowning at one of the walls. “What’s
that?”


“Shadows, probably.”


“No, there. Put the torch closer to the wall. In the shadow
under the minotaur’s horns, right behind his head.”


I lowered the torch obediently. The shadow didn’t flee the
light. Instead the stone around it cleared to reveal a niche carved into the
wall. And something was partially filling it. Handing Lauren the torch, I
reached inside the hollowed space and pulled out my knives, still sheathed.
After checking them, I looked at Lauren and allowed a small smirk to appear.
“It seems we are expected to do something more than flee the automatons.”


Next we found Lauren’s satchel. Lauren dug through it,
drawing out her head shawls and two water bottles. As soon as her brow furrowed
and a frown tugged at the corners of her mouth, I knew what hadn’t been left in
the satchel. Well, it would have been remarkably incompetent of whoever had
captured us to leave the crown piece with us even if they didn’t know what it
was or what it meant. So far, I had seen a rather disturbing lack of
incompetence of any sort from this lot.


“Who do you think is behind this?”


Lauren’s quiet question pulled my attention from a probably
futile plan to attack the automatons. I nodded to the bronze men. “There aren’t
many fool enough to mess with Talos automatons these
days. And having access to Python’s Breath narrows the list even further. If I
had to guess, I would say we are now the unwilling guests of the Minos Guild.”


Lauren grimaced before her attention shifted to the archway
behind us. “Eight. Two.”


I whirled, drawing my knives and wishing I had my sword. A
rush of fetid air filled the room, and then a pale grey shadow ducked inside. A
screech sounded. Harpies. Their wings were a dusty grey and their women’s heads
were leached of color with only thin fuzz covering their scalps, more feathers
than hair. Their talons outstretched, they swept toward us. I gave a shout as I
leapt at the closest one.


She screamed in Greek when I sliced her leg just above the
scaly skin while barely avoiding a cut from her tainted talons. Cursing me.
Fortunately, harpies weren’t able to hold magic with their words. They merely
made for rather foul noise mongers. Dangerous more for the filth in their
feathers and the guarantee of sepsis from any scratch or bite they managed to
land on a body.


I dodged the harpy’s wing, then jumped up to stab at her
abdomen. I cut the tip of her feathers, but didn’t hit anything solid. I
could’ve thrown a dagger, but there was always the risk she’d flutter off with
it.  My sword would have been handy. Very handy. I ducked beneath her
grasping talons and then twisted around to grasp her legs just above her feet.
The harpy screeched an outraged curse in Greek as she plummeted toward the
ground, my weight bearing us both down.


Ducking my head slightly, I pulled until I could rest my
feet solidly against the floor. Bracing my legs, I let out a shout of my own as
I swung the harpy to the side. Catching her off guard, I let go and the
momentum of my swing sent her pinwheeling against the near wall. She was still
screeching curses in Greek as she struggled to regain her equilibrium, crashing
to the ground in a fluttering pile.


Another scream echoed through the room, chased by the smell
of burning feathers. I looked around in time to see Lauren’s fierce expression
as she swung the torch at the second harpy. Her tail feathers were singed
already. This time the torch caught the filthy creature in the chest. She
screeched horrifically and then wobbled in the air, flapping her wings
frantically. Lauren didn’t make a sound as she pulled the torch back and swung
again like she was attempting to send a ball flying or burst a disturbed
piñata. She caught the harpy in the foot.


Turning my attention back to my own fight, I focused on the
harpy as she finally managed to launch her unwieldy body into the air. She flew
toward me, talons outstretched and ready to rip into me. Slipping to one side,
I sliced first at her leg, then brought my second dagger down on those
outstretched toes successfully severing a talon. She screamed louder and
wheeled around, blood dripping in her wake as she fluttered out of the room.
The second harpy lost all courage and attempted to flee. She knocked into me,
but was too preoccupied with her singed and smoking feathers to attempt to
scratch me.


For a moment, I considered chasing them to end their threat
permanently. Then, Lauren touched my arm. Looking into her pale face, I could
see that she hadn’t fully recovered from the ordeal with the Python’s Breath or
from fighting the harpy. Attempting to distract her, I offered a crooked smile.
“You realize there are better ways to roast a chicken, yes?”


Lauren stared at me for a moment before her gaze cleared.
Rolling her eyes even as she smiled, she clicked her tongue at me. “Mathias,
that was probably the saddest attempt at a joke you have ever made.”


“Oh come on, that was funny.”


She smiled a little wider. “No, it was really bad.” Her
smile faded as she looked in the direction the harpies had flown. “It’s only
going to get worse from here, isn’t it?”


My own smile vanished as I finished cleaning my knives on a
scrap of cloth I’d found. “Most likely. The Minos Guild wouldn’t just stop at
collecting those foul pigeons.”


I paused at the sound of stone grating against stone. A
portion of the wall beneath one of the griffin reliefs slid away to reveal
another shadowed niche. Cautiously reaching inside, I pulled out my sheathed
sword. Securing it in its shoulder sheath, I glanced at Lauren. “It seems we’ve
passed round one.” Knowing we had no other choice, I nodded toward the archway.
“Come on, then, into the breach once more. We’ll find a way out of this place.
I promise.”


“Did you bring a magic ball of thread?” she asked with a
small sardonic smile.


I grinned. “Unfortunately, I seem to have left it in my
other coat.”


“So careless, my dear.”


“I’ll take much better care from this point forward,” I
stated.


Lauren looked up at me for a long moment, and I knew she
heard the promise there. She nodded as she raised the torch with both hands.
“All right then, let’s keep moving.”


“That’s the spirit, love.”


“With you, Mathias, I never really have much choice.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Eight


 


 


Lauren


 


Walking around a dead harpy is one of the most disgusting
things I’ve ever done. Keeping my shawl wadded over my mouth and nose, I tried
not to breathe until I’d managed to edge around the fetid pile of flesh and
feathers. She hadn’t even been one of the two who’d attacked us when we’d first
arrived. By my count, we had run into no less than six harpies now, and Mathias
had killed three of them.


He used a scrap of cloth to clean his sword and then dropped
it beside the harpy’s body. He didn’t bother to sheath his sword again as he
moved ahead, however, merely reaching his free hand back to me. I grasped it,
grateful to see the coldness in his eyes had faded now that this threat was . .
. dispatched. We’d reached another crossroads when the harpy attacked, and now
Mathias studied our choices.


I peered into the darkness of the tunnel directly in front
of us, the continuation of the one we’d been following. A faint glow appeared in
the distance. Numbers, no doubt. I looked to our right and spied another faint
glow. The noise of the fight or the smell of the harpy’s blood had probably
called more creatures. I did not want to meet them. They were far enough away
that I could only hope they couldn’t make us out yet, even with our torch
fallen on the ground.


The tunnel to our left was clear of any glows, however.
Tugging on Mathias’ hand, I stepped to the left. He followed without asking
questions. Something I was grateful for since I didn’t know if we were still
being spied on by the Minos Guild, whoever they may be, and I didn’t want to
clarify I was a Spotter. Just like I hadn’t dared mention the baby, something
Mathias hadn’t mentioned either not even as our stowaway. I glanced at the
torch, but it was partially covered in harpy blood now and already spluttering
weakly.


Mathias released my hand long enough to pull out one of his
knives. He handed it to me, leaving me no choice save to take it. Once we’d
left the harpy’s odious body behind, I stuffed my shawl back into my satchel.
Our steps were muffled by sand that had been spread throughout the tunnels.
Unfortunately, it muffled anyone else’s approach too, which meant I needed to
stay perfectly alert.


It was almost too quiet. Nothing came out of the dark to
attack us. And, the tunnel we’d darted down didn’t seem to have any offshoots
or to cross with any other tunnels. The lighting was different too. Not pitch
black but muddled, almost grey. I could see the outline of Mathias’ long lean
frame directly in front of me and the muddied grey walls on either side of us,
but it was as though a light filtering system had been left in partial working
order bringing with it the gloom of twilight or a foggy evening on the moors.
That’s what it reminded me of . . . when we had been traveling through the
moors of Scotland.


I grimaced at the memory. At least, it wasn’t as damp or
filled with midges. Although, I wouldn’t be surprised if we ran into a redcap
or a kelpie in the labyrinth. Unless, those paranormals weren’t deemed exotic
enough to fit the tastes of the Minos Guild. Well, a redcap probably wouldn’t,
but a kelpie was rare enough and dangerous enough that even the Minos Guild
might want one in their collection.


Realizing my thoughts were teetering on the brink of
spiraling into despair, I gave myself a mental shake. We weren’t being attacked
at the moment and, as suspicious as it was, I wasn’t going to argue with having
a small respite. I could only hope and pray that we weren’t about to walk into
something even worse . . . or another trap.


We kept walking until Mathias abruptly stopped in his
tracks. Leaning around him, I could see why. We had reached a dead end. The
tunnel’s grey walls now curved in front of us, which left nowhere to go except
back.


I frowned as I caught a faint shimmer out of the corner of
my eye. Not from the wall that had appeared in front of us. This was in a sort
of shadow to the right. How a shadow could shimmer I have no idea. It was the only
word that seemed to fit what I was not quite seeing, however.


Nudging Mathias’ arm, I nodded to the shadow. “What does
that look like to you?”


Mathias’ mouth pulled down into a faint frown as he studied
where I’d indicated. “I’m not certain . . .”


Then, he raised his sword and tapped its tip lightly against
the rock directly above the shimmering shadow. I squinted. There. I could just
make out the faint carving of what looked like a double headed axe blade. That
was strange . . . although perhaps not as strange as seeing a shimmering
shadow.


Mathias, on the other hand, seemed to think it was worth
poking again. Quite literally since he jabbed his sword into the shadow. I
jumped at the movement. The sword didn’t stop, though. It kept going until the
entire length of the blade vanished into the shadow, the shimmers coming faster
until they were practically dancing around the sword.


Then, Mathias put his hand in the shadow. I really wished he
had found a different way to test it. A low roar echoed from behind us, back
the way we had come, and I edged closer to Mathias even as I tightened my grip
on his dagger. That was not a good sound. Someone must have caught our trail or
possibly our scent if the roar was from a shifter or any other paranormal that
was more beast than human.


A light touch on my arm drew my attention away from the
foggy tunnel. Mathias was watching me, eyes shadowed but a faint frown still
apparent. He nodded to the shadow. “We go.” He paused, seeming to consider his
words, before he added in an undertone, “Practice, Lauren.”


Before I could process his meaning, he’d stepped into the
shadow. Vanishing until only his free hand remained, open and waiting. I looked
from the grey tunnel behind us to the shimmering shadow and then shook my head.
This was the sort of utter lunacy I’d hoped we’d be leaving behind. Knowing I
didn’t have a choice, I placed my hand in Mathias’ outstretched one and gripped
it tightly.


Walking into the shimmering shadow was one of the most
difficult things I’d forced myself to do. Instinctively taking a deep breath, I
held it as I stepped into the shadow while Mathias pulled me forward. It felt
different. It wasn’t like the squeezing sensation of the glamours or the
horrible stinging burning of the glamour at the Colosseum. It was . . . more
like stepping into a pool of warm water, faint warmth trickling around me as it
enveloped me. Not squeezing, though, more of a sort of . . . cradling.


I could still feel Mathias’ hold on my hand, but he’d
stopped pulling. I took a step forward, then another, and then I opened my eyes
and blinked. The breath I had been holding left my lungs in a rush. We were
standing in a sort of long bubble, the shimmering shadow flowing around us, and
I could see Mathias clearly. He was watching me closely. His voice had an echo
to it when he spoke. “It’s an echo tunnel. My father told stories of them when
our family still lived together.”


Before rogue dragons attacked and pulled him and his brother
into their war with the royals. Before he’d been ripped away from his family
and his childhood. I swallowed against rising emotions, reminding myself that
getting upset about the far past wouldn’t do any of us any good now. I had to
stay focused on the present. Looking around, I asked softly with a faint echo of
my own, “It is hiding us, isn’t it?”


Mathias smiled. “Clever girl. Yes, echo tunnels have a sort
of magic to them that prevents anyone from listening or watching what happens
inside. They echo the noise and magic of the outside world while keeping our presence
safely cocooned until we exit. There was a rumor that one of them existed in
Troy and that’s how some of our people escaped when the paranormals turned on
Achilles for his madness.” His smile faded and his expression turned serious as
he continued, “Lauren, now is the time to use your Jinn talent. Hide us from
our watchers, and I believe it will buy us enough time for me to confirm my
theory.”


“What theory?”


“There’s no time to explain. You need to focus on hiding
us.”


I swallowed hard, my nerves tingling with the sudden sense
of despair. “I . . . I haven’t been able to summon a successful glamour since
the dragon broke it on the airship. I’ve been practicing, but nothing happens.
What if I can’t do it anymore?”


Mathias moved closer to me, leaning in enough that his
breath stirred my hair as he whispered, “Lauren, you cloaked an entire airship
and held it until a dragon cheated. You can cloak the two of us. I know you
can.” He paused and moved our joined hands to press against my stomach before
adding, “And, you have all the more reason to succeed. You already roasted a
harpy. This is nothing by comparison.”


Offering a tremulous smile, I tried to believe his words.
Right now, though, it was far more difficult to believe that I could tap into
whatever talent my father had passed on to me. Much less wield it successfully.
My mind offered up the memories of my terror, of the terrible strain from using
my talent, of how weak I had felt afterwards. What if the same thing happened
again and it harmed my baby?


I swallowed hard trying to control my rapidly increasing
heartbeat. I forced myself to focus on the sensation of Mathias holding my
hand, of his solid presence in front of me. I had been practicing with my
talent but I hadn’t truly been taxing myself with it, stopping when I met
failure. Too scared to press forward when I had no one I could ask about the
possible outcomes of doing so. Yet, now . . . Now, if I didn’t access my talent
and wield it properly, I could guarantee more fights with who knew what else
was in this labyrinth. I could guarantee that either Mathias or me would come
to harm in one of those fights. What I could not guarantee was protecting my
baby. Not if I stayed too afraid to do everything in my power to protect him or
her.


For Mathias, for our baby. I gave a little nod, and then
closed my eyes. I focused on the need. I needed to protect my husband and my
baby. I needed to hide us, to keep us from being detected by anyone at all. I
needed more than to have them see someone else when we approached, I needed
them to see no one at all. I needed them to look away, to not see us.


There was only one way to test if it had worked, however. I
kept my thoughts focused on hiding, on being unseen, as Mathias led me through
the rest of the echo tunnel. We emerged into a much wider tunnel, one that was
also better lit with braziers and torches in sconces. A glance behind proved we
had stepped through another shimmery shadow half hidden behind a rocky
outcropping. I didn’t see any numbers though so it seemed this section of
tunnel was also unoccupied, at least for the moment.


I didn’t dare let my guard or my concentration down.
Gripping Mathias’ hand and keeping my borrowed dagger at the ready in my other
hand, I kept thinking on my goal. On the need to stay hidden. We must have
walked for a good twenty minutes before I felt beads of sweat rolling down my
temples and back. Apparently, I was holding the glamour because I felt the
strain. I couldn’t quite sense it, though. Tiny bursts of awareness through my consciousness
that pointed to something occasionally happened, but never anything significant
or easily pinpointed.


We kept walking as the tunnel merged into a columned room.
We hadn’t even reached the halfway point, however, when I spied two 9s emerging
from another tunnel that emptied into the room. I caught a glimpse of a woman
in black jeans and shirt before she moved into a patch of light. My jaw dropped
as I realized her hair wasn’t a messy afro. It wasn’t even hair. There were
snakes forming a wriggling halo around her head. Patches of white and tan
scales covered the sides of her throat. A gorgon.


Mathias was already pulling me to the left, putting a column
between us and the gorgon before she turned toward us. My mind stuttered. I
knew gorgons still existed, but they weren’t supposed to be outside their
colonies. Their deadly gazes were much too dangerous for interaction with the
world at large, and the Medusa who led them was not a fan of the larger
paranormal community. Everyone knew she could be almost as unfriendly as the
queen of the Lamia.


I felt my concentration slipping and hurried to latch onto
the need for hiding, for being unseen. I had to keep the glamour up. We
wouldn’t be able to beat a gorgon by ourselves. It would be suicide.


I heard something shuffling toward us and instinctively
closed my eyes. Then, I felt hot breath against my hand. The gorgon had been
taller than me, not shorter. I opened one eye to peek and nearly bit my own
tongue in shock. This was actually worse.


A hellhound was sniffing toward us. Its shoulders were about
even with my waist and its twin heads were lowered as it sniffed. It seemed to
be a mix of the two hellhound strains, however, with a stocky body and shaggy
coat of matted black hair, but one head was blockier with square jaws and
floppy triangular ears while the other had narrow jaws and erect ears. Both
heads shared the distinct trait of glowing red eyes. And, their attention was
fixed on me.


Stay hidden, stay hidden, stay hidden. My frantic thoughts
pounded the rhythmic phrase into me. Sweat trickled down my back and I fought
against the urge to squeak or gasp when the hellhound shoved its two heads
closer, noisily snuffling. Could it smell us?


I wanted to be hidden from all senses. I needed to be hidden
from all senses.


The hellhound’s heads pulled back and then tilted in
opposite directions. A woman’s soft call came from the other side of the
column. The gorgon . . . she was working with the hellhound, controlling it
perhaps. The hellhound’s blockier head stared at me for another long moment
before the other head yipped as the gorgon called again. Then the hellhound
bounded off, tail wagging, as though it were no different from any normal dog.


I heard the yips again and then they faded. Had they gone? I
didn’t know, and I couldn’t get my body to move so I could look.


Mathias stretched around the column and then eased back,
never releasing my hand. He nodded to me. “They’re gone.”


I couldn’t hold the glamour a moment longer. I felt a sudden
ease of pressure, and then my legs gave out. I dropped to my knees before
Mathias could catch me. He sank into a crouch beside me and rested a hand on my
shoulder. I pushed my hair out of my face with trembling hands, then wiped the
sweat from my brow. Mathias didn’t say anything as he pulled a water bottle out
of my satchel and handed it to me.


“Are you all right?”


My hands were still shaking as I lowered the water bottle,
my thirst only partially slaked. “I think so. But, I can’t hold the glamour for
long.”


“You managed nearly a half hour this time,” he responded
quietly. “Just need some more practice, love.”


I took another sip of water, wishing I could believe it was
so simple. I caught a glimpse of the gold fox head tattooed on my wrist before
it spiraled beneath my jacket. No, nothing in my life was ever that simple and
especially not since Mathias came into it. Licking my lips, I couldn’t help
murmuring, “I thought most hellhounds didn’t come with multiple heads. Too many
people getting ideas of grandeur and naming them Cerberus.”


Mathias chuckled low and soft. “You want to tell the gorgon
she’s suffering delusions of grandeur.”


“No, thank you.” I glanced around the room and then returned
my water to the satchel. “We should keep moving. They might come back.”


Mathias ran a hand over his face before he got to his feet
and helped me to mine. “Right then, let’s carry on with our little holiday.”


A tired smile curled my lips even as I shook my head at him.
“If this is a holiday, dear, then I want a refund.”


“What, gorgons and hellhounds with too many heads not to
your liking?”


“Not particularly, no.”


He chuckled again as he wrapped his free arm around my
waist. “You don’t appreciate the exotic.”


“I have you. I don’t feel I need anything more exotic than
that, especially not on a constant basis.” I kept a smile fixed in place even
though it was hard to do so and still walk in a straight line. The glamour had
taken more out of me than I had anticipated, possibly because I tried to block
the hellhound’s noses and ears in addition to sight. I still couldn’t quite
believe that I had succeeded in doing so. Now that use of talent was
threatening to send me back to the floor. I didn’t say anything to Mathias. We
couldn’t linger in the room any longer, after all, and who knew how long it
would take us to find a safe place to rest. I just had to press on and keep
going.


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


Lauren was on the verge of collapsing. I could feel it in
the way she leaned more and more heavily into my side with every step. She
hadn’t said another word since we escaped the room where we ran into the gorgon
and hellhound. I was fairly certain it was due to the fact that she didn’t have
energy to spare.


I felt her stumble and tightened my hold around her. The
knife I’d given her dropped from her loosened grip to settle in the sand
beneath our feet. I paused, leaning my sword against the tunnel wall, before
crouching down to retrieve the knife. Slipping it inside my sleeve once more, I
swiveled so my back was facing Lauren. “Climb on.”


“What?”


“Climb on. And don’t dally, we’ve hardly the whole day to
wait.”


“Mathias, I . . .”


“Don’t argue, Lauren.” I glanced over my shoulder at her and
would’ve laughed at the way she worried at her bottom lip. “Come on now, you
are tired and we can’t rest yet. So, up you get.”


She hesitated a moment longer and then slowly nodded. It took
a little bit of maneuvering. However, Lauren was a small woman, slender and
barely topping five feet, so I was able to get her settled on my back. When I
groaned dramatically as I got to my feet, she pinched my ear. I chuckled. “Ow,
be gentle, woman. I’m easily scarred.”


“Liar,” came her muffled mutter. “Don’t forget your sword.”


“Never. I’m rather fond of it you know.” I fetched my sword
and held it with ease. The lighting was better the deeper we headed into the
labyrinth. I could see reliefs painted on the walls and in increasing places
dried blood. Mostly, at the crossroads.


Lauren moaned under her breath and buried her nose in the
crook of my neck. I patted her knee with my free hand. “I think I found
something interesting. A pattern in any case. There are labrys
carved in certain stones and on certain walls.”


“There are what?”


“Labrys. Double headed axe blades.
The Minoans used them to denote sacred and protected places, to ward off evil.”
I paused, but Lauren didn’t say anything. She did tighten her grip around my
chest. “In any case, I’ve been following them. They’re taking us deeper into
the labyrinth.”


“How delightful.”


I smiled at the amount of sarcasm in those two little words.
“Yes, well, if we want to find a way out of the labyrinth, we need to find its
heart first.”


“That’s your plan?”


I paused, considering, then nodded. “Yes. Unless you have a
better one you’d like to share with the rest of the class.”


“Not dying is my main plan.”


“Then, we are on the same page. Excellent.”


I could feel her sigh that time. “Mathias, we’ve run into
harpies, gorgons, and hellhounds who aren’t supposed to exist anymore. What do
you think we’ll find in the heart of the labyrinth?”


“I am hoping for a door.”


“Mathias.”


I patted her knee again, hoping she wouldn’t squirm or try
to get down. We were making much better progress now. “I know, sorry. I am
hoping for a door, possibly with a nice map painted on the wall showing the way
back to civilization. On the other hand, given the small sampling of the
labyrinth’s denizens we’ve already witnessed, it does seem likely that we will
find a rare monstrosity before we can get through this hypothetical door.”


“That concerns me.”


“Me too,” I murmured ruefully. I turned into an alcove
marked by a labrys carving and then stopped. The
alcove was shallow, just big enough for two people, but it was also hidden from
easy view of the tunnel.


Lauren eased off my back and immediately sank to the ground.
I settled next to her and said quietly, “Get some rest now, love. I’ll keep
watch. You need to be fresh for whatever we run into next.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Nine


 


 


Lauren


 


We spent days wandering the labyrinth. At least four or five
that I was certain of, maybe even six. So far we had managed to avoid fights
with any of the most dangerous paranormals, the gorgons and hellhounds and
something else, a 9 we had never seen up close. But, the harpies and Therian
shifters in the labyrinth always seemed to catch us at crossroads or in rooms
where there was no easy way out. When we ran into them under those
circumstances and there was a fight, if Mathias killed them, some sort of . . .
reward would appear. Usually packages of food or water bottles, once a bundle
of bandages after he was scratched up by a lion shifter, and also a blanket. We
hid in dead end alcoves to rest and to eat after Mathias tasted everything.


The food was normally dried fruit and meat, occasionally
with day old rolls of bread. Not always appealing, but at least I didn’t need
to worry that it would be something I couldn’t eat safely. Any nutrition was
better than starving.


On the fifth or sixth day, we were deeper in the labyrinth’s
warrens than we had ever made it before without being forced to backtrack to
avoid the gorgons and hellhounds. So far, no one had attacked us. A nice
reprieve that I certainly didn’t trust as far as I could throw a hellhound.


Mathias hummed to himself as we reached another conveniently
empty crossroad. Then he murmured in a low tone, “You know we might have found
what we’re looking for before now if you were a Seeker. It would be faster in
any case.”


I rolled my eyes at the ridiculous nonchalance he had
layered his words in, even going so far as to rock back on his heels. “And, I’d
wonder if perhaps you’d have an easier time breaking out of here if you were a
dragon shifter. Breathing fire could have come in handy several times now.”


He chuckled. “Oh, it’s like that?”


“You may have started, dear, but I just finished it,” I
retorted even as I struggled to hide my smile. “And, since you are not so
useful as being able to breathe fire, shouldn’t you be focused on keeping your
sword sharp?”


“My sword is always sharp,” he countered with a smirk. “And,
if you are so wise and all knowing, maybe you should pick our next route.”


“I will.” I contemplated our three choices and then pointed
to the right. “We’ll go that way and then turn left at the next crossroads.”


“That’s two choices.”


I raised my eyebrows at him. “I picked our next route.”


“That’s cheating.”


“And you’re being petty, dear.” I shoved his arm lightly.
“Come on. I’ll let you decide on the two turns after these.”


“I really feel like I should get the choice of route for the
rest of the day,” he muttered as he started walking.


I laughed softly, not able to help it at the sight of his
smirk. “Now, you’re being petty and ridiculous. Grow up.”


“No, I’m going to the second star to the right after we get
out of here.”


Shaking my head, I couldn’t resist teasing a little further.
“You realize that the Lost Boys have an age limit, yes?”


“What of it?”


“You may act like a five year old all the time, but you
passed your expiration date several decades ago.”


Mathias shot me an aghast look, pressing his free hand
against his chest. “I haven’t reached my expiration date, you cruel woman.
You’re in league with those squirmy pirates, aren’t you?”


I laughed before muffling the sound by slapping a hand
across my mouth. Once I had the laughter under control, I pretended to be
disgruntled. “Yes, you’ve finally caught on to my darkest secret. Fear me.”


He chuckled and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. He
ducked his head down to whisper in my ear, “Fear you? Never. Adore you? Forever
and a day.”


I smiled, but any hope of keeping the lighthearted joke
between us faded as a thundering bellow came from behind. I glanced over my
shoulder in time to see an 8 blazing bright as its owner charged toward us. I
caught a glimpse of horns and a shaggy bull’s head before Mathias yanked my
arm, pulling me into a run.


The minotaur bellowed again, closer this time. I sprinted
faster. The minotaur probably wasn’t the scariest creature caught in this maze.
I still didn’t want to get into a fight with one.


My breaths came in frantic pants as Mathias and I ran down
the tunnel. The tunnel split, and I caught a glimpse of another glowing number
approaching from the left. I shoved Mathias to the right, knocking my left
shoulder against the rocky divider. Ignoring the throbbing pain now shooting
through my upper arm and shoulder, I kept running. There was a sound of bodies
colliding behind us, but I didn’t dare look back.


The tunnel abruptly emptied into a long hall filled with
tables and troughs covered in food. I barely had time to comprehend what I was
seeing before the sand just inside the hall flew in the air as a sticky net
wrapped around me, yanking me up. I yelped as I grabbed the sticky material,
struggling to free my legs. “Mathias! Look out!”


My warning came a second too late as the minotaur slammed
into Mathias. I screamed at the bull, trying to distract him to no avail.
Wriggling in the net, the sticky material it was made of kept threatening to
pin my arms as well as my legs, I twisted until I could pull out the dagger
Mathias had given me after our first full day in the labyrinth. The sticky
cords of the net almost looked like strands of webbing, catching on the knife
and threatening to pull it from my grasp.


The minotaur bellowed when Mathias cut across his torso,
leaving a line of red staining the long brown hanks of hair. I finally managed
to cut through a cord. Half the net gave away, sending me tumbling upside down
with my feet and calves still tangled in the sticky mess. I caught a glimpse of
a 9 blazing into view just before a creature charged into the room. My jaw
dropped, and I paused midway in my attempt to right myself in favor of staring.
The creature was tall, its head nearly even with Mathias’, but that was all
that was human about it. The curly hair and thick curly beard were pitch black
where they weren’t streaked with silver, and its thick neck was covered in dark
hair before connecting with a bull’s body. A pair of black silver tipped wings
sprouted below its hump. A lamassu. I hadn’t known any of them survived into the
modern age.


His brown eyes studied me for a moment before he charged
Mathias. I screamed a warning. All three of them tumbled to the ground. I
screamed again. “Stop! We can help each other!”


Something struck me on the back of the head. Then,
everything went dark.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


I heard arguing first. Accented voices tinged with
frustration.


“We should kill them both, especially the male. He is the
one who has been killing the others,” pronounced a deep, rumbling voice. The
accent sounded . . . Persian.


“The owners like him,” came another voice, not quite as deep
but with a more familiar Greek accent. “They returned his weapons on the first
day and haven’t separated him from the female. What happens if they object to
killing him?”


“If I may have an opinion, I would suggest that not killing
us is your best bet for a . . . peaceful solution.”


Mathias. The sound of his polite tone sent a wave of worry
through me. I knew that tone, it was the same deceptively polite tone he had
used on the dragon prince of Venice, and it usually meant he was about to
antagonize a powerful paranormal. In this case, he was likely to antagonize two
powerful paranormals, one who already wanted to kill us.


I opened my eyes a slit, peeking through my lashes at my
surrounds. I was lying on the sand covered floor. I didn’t seem to be tied up,
which was odd. Then, I noticed a pair of crossed legs just across from me. I
opened my eyes a tiny bit further and almost indulged in an exasperated sigh
when I saw him. Mathias was sitting cross legged with his back against the leg
of one of the banquet tables and bronze chains wrapped around his torso,
securing his hands behind him. Yet, he was still talking.


“I didn’t realize you gentlemen were friends of the harpies
I’d killed. Should I offer an apology?”


I wanted to smack him for saying such a thing. He was
distracting them, no doubt. In the worst possible way he could. I could feel
someone moving closer to us, a hulking presence that loomed over me, then the
Persian accented voice replied, “I do not know what you are, not yet, but I
will not hesitate to trample this one if you do not choose your words more
carefully.”


Mathias’ face darkened and his eyes grew cold as did his
voice as he leaned forward and said, “I already told you, Lamassu. If you touch
her, I will rip your beating heart from your chest.”


Yes, that sounded like something he would say. I fought not
to react to the gruesome image or the way it made my stomach roil with the
threat of nausea. Now was not the time. A hoof almost the size of my head
landed just in front of my nose, sending sand flying. I bit my tongue to keep
from yelping or flinching away from it. I had to make them think I was still
unconscious.


The chains rattled as Mathias lurched forward only to stop
short. They must have secured him directly to the stone banquet table. Probably
a good thing as a new lethality entered his icy tone. “Lamassu, leave her
alone. If you harm her, I won’t be stopped until I end the existence of every
creature in this godforsaken place, and I will make certain that I save you for
last so you know everything and every life I claim is your fault. Understand
me?”


The lamassu slammed the hoof down again, sending stinging
pellets of sand against my face as I squeezed my eyes shut. Then a new voice
entered the conversation, feminine but with an odd almost clicking or was it
sighing quality. “Did we not agree to leave these two alone?”


The minotaur was the one who answered with a hint of
petulance in his voice. “They trespassed into our territory, and the male has
been on a killing spree.”


“Asterius, he has killed to defend
his mate. Is it different from how you behaved when you first came here before
they sold your mate away from the labyrinth?”


The lamassu’s rumbling protest sounded even deeper when he
stood over my head. “You’ve no cause to interfere now. We should kill them both
and have done with this mess.”


“Asterius is correct, though,” the
female murmured with the same sighing tone as before, “those who watch have
been rewarding them. Killing them would likely be a mistake if we were to do so
ourselves.”


I kept my eyes closed as I focused on a new need. I needed
them to believe I was lying still and unconscious. I needed them to think I was
incapacitated and in no way a threat to them. I needed an illusion while hiding
my true movements. This time I had the faintest sense of . . . something
changing. I carefully rolled to my right. No exclamations came from the voices
around me. They were too transfixed on their argument with each other. I opened
my eyes the tiniest sliver again and almost jolted at the sight of myself lying
with my head turned away from me and toward Mathias.


This was . . . weird, definitely weird. I was still under
the lamassu, however. Carefully wiggling around until I could roll out from
under him, I tried to keep my breathing and movements to a minimum. The
minotaur, Asterius, was standing on the opposite side
of the lamassu from me as he argued with the lamassu and . . . My breath caught
as I realized the female’s voice was coming from above us. Looking up, a
shudder ran through me as my gaze caught on a large black body with eight legs
and a woman’s torso emerging from the front where a multi-eyed head would have
been under normal circumstances. Her torso was covered in thick black plates
instead of skin until it reached her collar bones. There it changed to olive
toned skin a few shades darker than my own. Her eyes were dark, but seemed too
large for her narrow face, and her dark hair hung in an intricate braid that
swung in the air as she skittered down a long sticky thread. A 9 blazed bright
and terrifying above her as her long crooked legs spun out the web while the
front stretched down toward us.


My skin crawled and the need to remain hidden surged with
new strength. I could still see my . . . decoy lying on the ground. Moving
toward the banquet table, I tried to focus on holding the illusion and glamour
while also searching for the keys to Mathias’ chains. My gaze caught on them as
the Arachne spoke again, a certain click underlying her sighing words this
time. “Elizaveta warned us of their coming, but Pascal did not react to their
presence until well after they had crossed paths. These two are not like the others
who’ve been sent to kill as many of our numbers as they can before we stop
them. I do not think the owners know their true nature. Would you kill someone
who might be as trapped as we are, Cyrus?”


The lamassu snorted, stamping his hoof dangerously close to
my illusion’s face as his tail whipped against his haunches. “We all kill in
this miserable place, Arachne.”


My heart stuttered a little. Surely he didn’t mean that she
was the Arachne, the first of the spidery paranormal race. She couldn’t be that
old, could she? Even the Fae and dragons were not so long lived as to stretch
all the way back to the ancient days when all paranormals lived openly beside
the norms. That was . . . impossible.


I caught a glimpse of a key lying among the platters of food
on the table just to the right of where Mathias had been secured. Swallowing
hard, I carefully edged toward it. Arachne gave a clicking laugh that made my
hair stand on end before she sighed, “We may all have killed but our reasoning
makes the difference, does it not?”


Mathias suddenly spoke up. “Let us go and perhaps we can
make an arrangement.”


“You have nothing of value to offer,” Cyrus retorted coldly.
“Why should we make any sort of arrangement with you?”


“Well, it would make things somewhat less messy if I didn’t
have to kill all three of you,” Mathias stated as easily as if he had been
asked a question about the weather. “If you agree to let us go, well then I
would be more than happy to lend you my, shall we say, expertise in getting out
of these sort of prisons.”


“You’ve escaped a labyrinth before,” the minotaur asked,
skepticism coating every word.


“Not a labyrinth per se,” Mathias murmured with false
humility. I grabbed the key as he continued, “However, I am rather experienced
in escaping tight spots including a few rogue dragons. As well as some of the
dragon princes who objected to my presence in their territory because they are
rather tetchy about things such as assassinations and interloping.”


“Lies,” hissed the lamassu as his wings flared. “All lies.”


“Now there’s no call to be rude,” Mathias replied smoothly.
Then, his gaze strayed to the lamassu’s feet. I caught the tightening of his
jaw, but he continued as though nothing had caught his attention. “I feel I’ve
made you a rather reasonable offer. Let us go, and we can help each other. Work
out a bargain, so to speak.”


I crouched next to him as I searched for the lock. As I
shifted to peer at his chains, he suddenly leaned forward, allowing me to
glimpse the thick lock positioned directly below his bound wrists. I didn’t
hesitate another moment, reaching to insert the key into the keyhole. I twisted
it to the right, but nothing happened. Just as I turned it to the left, the
lamassu suddenly snorted. “Where is the female?”


The lock clicked, and I managed to pull it from the chains
just as two hairy legs reached down to catch me. Mathias surged to his feet
with a shout only to be pounced on by the lamassu. The Arachne ignored the
commotion as she continued to lift me into the air so my feet dangled in the
empty space above the table. The glamour and illusion must have failed when I
was trying to free Mathias, although I suspected the glamour hiding me had
failed last.


Bile rose in my throat as the Arachne shifted me so I was
being held in front of her face. Her wide inhuman eyes studied me, filmy inner
eyelids blinking sideways across her pupils. “How unusual. I haven’t seen your
power before . . . and I have walked this earth an age.” She touched her
fingers to my cheek, and I barely kept from flinching at their papery feel.
“You carry such a strange power, a mixture of something I haven’t felt . . .
What are you?”


“Don’t tell her anything,” Mathias shouted. He grunted as
the lamassu increased the pressure on his chest.


I glanced from him back into the Arachne’s inhuman gaze. “I
am a Spotter.”


“Spotters cannot use glamours,” she murmured with a whispery
sigh. “I have met a Spotter once before, a very long time ago. Either you are
lying or you attempt to hide the rest of your truth. I would suggest lying to
be a rather unhealthy habit for you to indulge.”


Swallowing hard, I glanced up at her number. It was
flickering, the edges of the 9 blurring faintly as a second number threatened
to join the first. Dangerous. An unhealthy habit, indeed. “I have a little Jinn
talent.”


The Arachne’s papery fingers slid to my chin, tipping it up
as she stared into my face. “Jinn. Yes, I sense it now. How . . . unusual. Yet
you hide more than that, do you not?”


I stared at her, and then one of her legs tapped against my
stomach. I could feel the color draining from my face, but I couldn’t bring
myself to reveal that precious secret. Not when the lamassu and minotaur still
carried the air of creatures who wouldn’t hesitate to kill. Instead, I offered
a different secret. Raising my right arm as high as I could with one of her
legs pinning my upper arm to my side, I murmured, “You should listen to him. He
does know how to wriggle out of quite a few tight places. We’ve done it before,
and we can do it again.”


The Arachne made the clicking noise again and then she
abandoned holding my chin in favor of tugging at my jacket sleeve. Her sigh
shook her entire body and caused me to bounce in the air as she stared at the
fox headed spiral tattoo covering my forearm and wrist. “I remember this mark
too. A Myrmidon’s bride.”


“Yes,” I murmured.


“Impossible,” the lamassu bellowed. “The Myrmidons were
wiped out.”


“Not all of us,” Mathias grunted. “And, I could say the same
about the lamassu.”


“Release him, Cyrus,” the Arachne sighed. “I still hold his
bride, and you already removed his weapons from this chamber.”


At first, I thought the lamassu refused to obey but then he
grunted. His beard swaying as he curtly bowed his head before he stepped back,
freeing Mathias. He scrambled to his feet, but didn’t try to lunge for me as I
gave my head a little shake. Turning back to the Arachne, I suppressed a flinch
when I found her face only inches from mine. Her inner eyelids blinked across her
too large eyes. Finding my voice, I stated quietly, “You know what we are now.
You have clearly been watching us fight too so you should know that we haven’t
actively sought anyone out or hunted them. When deaths occurred it was only to
defend ourselves, and only when we were forced into the fights. We haven’t
attempted to confront anyone so we could escape. That is how your comrades
captured us in the first place. We were trying to escape them instead of
fighting.”


“A game or cowardice,” the lamassu rumbled.


“Neither,” I said firmly without looking away from the
Arachne. “All we want is to get out of here. You must feel the same.”


“What of it?” the minotaur demanded. “You are trapped here,
same as us.”


“If we worked together,” I started slowly and then the words
came faster as I warmed to the idea, “we could find a way to defeat not only
this labyrinth, but the Minos Guild itself. We could escape, take down the
guild, and prevent this place from ever being used again.”


“Lauren, watch your promises,” came Mathias’ quiet warning.


The lamassu snorted noisily. “The Myrmidon speaks sense for
once. The Minos Guild is not a single man. It is filled with paranormals who
think nothing of using other species for their own entertainment and profit.
The guild is like a hydra. Cut off a few heads and more will spring into place
to make it stronger and more formidable. There is nothing we can do to stop
it.”


“Aren’t hydras vulnerable to heart strikes,” I countered quietly,
still keeping my gaze on the Arachne. Her thin lips were pursed and her inner
eyelids blinked across her eyes as she listened. “We could manage such a strike
if we work together. Mathias and I were captured while we were hunting for an
important and powerful artifact. If they took that from us, they could have
taken others. Perhaps even ones that we could wield against them and turn the
tide in our favor.”


“She is speaking nonsense,” the lamassu rumbled once more.


The Arachne raised her hand, and he went silent. “The guild
enjoys collecting artifacts of power almost as much as it enjoys collecting
paranormals. And, they further enjoy placing those artifacts just beyond our
reach.”


I studied her gaze for a long moment. I couldn’t read her
expression, though. “What do you mean?”


She let out a clicking sigh. “They take the items of power
and place them in a vault in the heart of this labyrinth. If we could access
them, perhaps we would be able to indulge in our greatest fantasy and escape
the jaws of the labyrinth.”


“So what stops you,” Mathias demanded. “There’s a catch
isn’t there?”


“A chimera,” she corrected. “A very old and very powerful
chimera that serves only the Minos Guild. A few of our number attempted to
negotiate with her in the past.”


“What happened to them?” I asked, even though I had the
sinking feeling I already knew.


“She devoured them all.” The Arachne gave me a long look as
she sighed, “Perhaps with your mix of Jinn talent and his raw power, you could
breach the vault. If such a thing were to happen, it would then make an attempt
at escape something a bit more practical than a mere suicide run.”


“And, if we fail?” I asked quietly.


The Arachne shrugged. “If you fail . . . Well, you will be
dead and beyond the cares of the labyrinth.”


“A generous offer,” Mathias grumbled.


She glanced at him. “You asked for a bargain.”


“I was hoping for something a bit less herculean in scale.”


She gave a whispery click, and I realized she was laughing.
Then, she lowered me so I stood next to Mathias. “You are a Myrmidon. Heracles
was kin to you, was he not? Which makes this a task all the more suited to your . . . talent. And, your mate’s talent could come in
handy as well.”


I swayed when she abruptly released me, and Mathias grabbed
my arm to steady me. Latching onto his arm, I met his concerned gaze. He didn’t
want to face a chimera, not with me there. However, we didn’t have much of a
choice if we wanted to escape the labyrinth. We would need help to do so
relatively unscathed. Wrapping my hand around his forearm, I squeezed tightly
in an attempt to reassure him. The concern remained in his blue green gaze,
then his mouth firmed into a determined line and he gave the slightest nod.


Turning back to the Arachne, I forced myself to speak up.
“We will do it. On the condition, you help us as much as you are able and you
will work together with us to escape after we succeed.”


The Arachne’s braid swung forward as she bowed her head, and
I realized there were strands of web in its length. Her clicking sigh filled the
room as she replied, “If you succeed, we have an agreement.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Ten


 


 


Mathias


 


Walking into a chimera’s lair had to be one of the most insane
things I had ever done, and that included chasing a yeti in the middle of a
snowstorm. The lamassu and minotaur had reluctantly surrendered my weapons, but
I still wished they hadn’t insisted on Lauren accompanying me. I would’ve
preferred leaving her behind to bringing her to face a chimera.


My gaze went to the ceiling of the tunnel where the Arachne
skittered above us. She paused when we came to a crossroads and then pointed to
our right. “Down this tunnel. At the end you will find the chimera and the
vault. Remember your promises.”


“We will,” Lauren assured her. “We will meet you back here
when we’re done.”


The Arachne didn’t respond. No doubt she was as skeptical as
her companions. Truth be told, even I was skeptical of this grand scheme.
Chimeras were typically a five person job, and they only grew more dangerous
with age.


Much as I would have preferred dragging Lauren in the
opposite direction, I forced myself to walk down the indicated tunnel. I stayed
in front of Lauren, hoping to shield her as much as I could from any incoming
attack. Silence fell thick between us.


“Have you faced a chimera before?”


I glanced back at Lauren and shook my head. “This will be a
first for me.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be. It was a bold move, sweetheart, even for me, but
it seems to be working.”


“For the moment,” she murmured.


I stopped in my tracks and turned to wrap my hands around
Lauren’s upper arms. Staring into her dark eyes, I held her gaze as I said
softly, “You made the right call. They listened to you, and they certainly
hadn’t been listening to me.”


“Not threatening to rip their hearts from their chests
probably helped there,” she murmured with a wavering smile. It died as she
stared up at me. “Are we okay?”


“Of course.” I kissed her forehead and then forced my hands
to uncurl and release her as I stepped back. Reaching up, I unsheathed my sword
before asking, “Remember the plan?”


“I came up with it,” she countered with a strained
lightness.


I smirked at her. “Clever girl.” I paused and swiftly pulled
her into a tight embrace as I kissed her. Savoring the feel of her lips beneath
mine and deepening the kiss until we were both gasping for air when I finally
broke away. I met her dark gaze and gently ran my thumb across her swollen
lips. “For luck and just in case.”


Lauren nodded. “Right.”


I smirked at the unsteadiness of her voice before sobering
once more. We still had a chimera to face, and it wasn’t as though I had any
lead for the beast to melt and swallow. The lingering scent of smoke filled the
air as we moved deeper into the tunnel. The grey walls bore the dark scars of
scorching flames and soon shattered bones littered the floor.


Instinctively moving in front of Lauren, I felt her hand
rest on the middle of my back. We had a plan, one about as fit to use as a
siren instructing a centaur in the art of flying, but at least we had it. I
could only hope that Lauren would have the energy to pull another glamour trick
so soon after her stunt with the illusion. A clever piece of work, of course,
but I suspected it had cost her even though it hasn’t been as extensive as
hiding an airship.


Tightening my grip on the hilt of my sword, I nodded.
Lauren’s hand pressed more firmly against my back and we moved forward
together. There was enough sand to continue muffling our footsteps even though
it took a bit of fancy stepping to avoid crushing any bones beneath our feet.
The smell of smoke grew heavier as did the amount of soot on the walls. No
murals or reliefs covered this section of the labyrinth either.


Finally, we emerged into a wide circular room. I could make
out a square doorway not far from us. However, a large shape lay in the center
of the room. A chimera, its body and feet and one head that of a lioness while
the second head sprouting from its shoulders was a goat and a long scaly tail
that ended in a snake’s head. She laid quietly, the remnants of a minotaur’s
skeleton beneath her front paws.


I didn’t dare glance back at Lauren as I continued edging
into the room. If I could just get close enough, I might be able to kill the
chimera without her ever waking. From the mangy
condition of her hide and the flaky quality of her scaly tail, I suspected the
chimera was nearing the end of her life or at the very least in rather poor
health.


We had almost reached her when a loud crack sounded. I
glanced back to see Lauren’s grimace. She had stepped on a skull, crushing it
underfoot. I carefully moved us to the right as the chimera stirred. The
lioness head seemed to wake first, lifting up while the goat’s head stirred,
but she didn’t get to her feet. One of the lioness’ eyes was scarred and milky
white. The goat’s head bore a milky eye as well. She had two good eyes between
the two heads. She snuffled at the air, ears swiveling, and I stopped moving.


Lauren’s hand still pressed against my back as we waited.
The chimera didn’t seem able to catch our scent despite her efforts, perhaps
due to age or past battles deadening her sense of smell. She snapped her tail
and the snake’s head stirred its eyes opening with unfortunate clarity. As it
rose in the air, its hood flared and its mouth dropped open to reveal dripping
fangs. Wonderful, she had a cobra’s head. That was just . . . lovely.


I tightened my grip on my sword, but didn’t try to attack. I
wanted to get Lauren to a better defensive position and closer to the vault. As
the chimera slowly lumbered to her feet with the telltale signs of arthritis, I
moved forward. The chimera found the crushed skull and let out a mix of
growling, bleating, and hissing. The goat’s head dipped down and took one of
the skull pieces between its teeth, crunching it noisily.


Lauren pressed harder against my back as we drew closer to
the square block of stone. It had to be the vault. There was a door. We had
almost reached it when I heard the cobra’s hiss. I glanced back to find the
cobra’s gaze was fixed on us. Lauren stumbled, leaning against my back, and I
realized her glamour must have failed.


Pushing her toward the door, I spun to face the chimera. The
cobra’s mouth dropped open and it spat at me. I leapt to the side, the venom
sizzling as it landed on the sand. Then the snake coughed again, this time
spitting out flames. I gave a shout as the venom ignited with a blaze of heat.
Lauren called a warning, and I rolled to the right just in time to avoid the
cobra’s strike. Coming upright, I swung my sword and nicked its scales. A mix
of dead skin and green blood sloughed off.


The chimera let out a shrieking mix of bleating and roaring.
She whirled to face me with her main heads. I lunged to the right once more as
the air grew hot with fire. Had to be a fire breather. I ran back toward the
entrance, throwing a knife at the cobra’s head to keep its attention on me. I
could barely see Lauren beyond the still burning venom, she was kneeling by the
door of the vault.


Just needed to keep the chimera’s attention on me. I threw
another knife, this one sinking into the chimera’s hip. All three heads tilted
back as she screamed. I dodged behind an altar as the cobra spat venom at me
again. More flames erupted, and I quickly rolled away before my jacket caught
fire as well. I threw a knife, this time managing to sink it in the goat head’s
good eye.


The chimera shrieked, breathing fire from her goat’s head as
she shook it and pawed at the knife. It fell to the ground, leaving a bloody
mess behind. The cobra hissed and the lioness snarled. The chimera leaped at me
and I fell to the ground, raising my sword as I did. I barely avoided the
cobra’s snap as I dragged my sword across the chimera’s exposed belly.


Slamming the heel of my boot against its snout, I rolled
behind the chimera and leapt to my feet. The cobra swung around to face me, and
I shouted as I charged. The cobra coiled and then struck. I felt its fangs snag
in the corner of my jacket as I brought my sword down. The chimera screeched as
I cut through the tail, severing the cobra’s head, and then I shoved the head
away with my sword.


Green blood dripped on the ground, staining the sand, while
venom sizzled where it fell from the cobra’s open mouth. I yanked my jacket off
as fast as I could, discarding it before any of the venom could touch me. The
chimera staggered, but still swung around to face me once more. She glared at
me with her one good eye. Then, she snarled as she leapt at me. I dodged to the
left and sliced through the tendons of her front leg.


She landed in a heap, scrambling to regain her feet even as
her blood continued seeping out to stain the sand. I didn’t hesitate. She had
lived a long life, one filled with suffering. The cold justice of a Myrmidon
flooded my veins. She had killed countless other paranormals, and she had been
enslaved herself. Justice was ending her life, doing it swiftly was my mercy.


I avoided her flailing paws and plunged my sword between her
ribs. I didn’t stop until I felt the blade strike her heart. The chimera jerked
and then her remaining heads fell to the ground and her limbs went still. I
twisted the sword to make certain of it before I stepped back, pulling my sword
free as I did so. It was done.


I wiped my blade against the chimera’s mangy hide and then
headed around her body, skirting the green blood and the sizzling drops of
venom. “Lauren!”


“Here.”


The flames of burning venom had finally consumed themselves,
leaving a scorched strip of sand that looked almost glassy from the intense
heat. Sweat dotted Lauren’s brow, but she looked unharmed as I approached her.
She reached a hand out to me. “Are you hurt?”


I shook my head. “Took a few falls, but nothing I can’t walk
off.” I glanced at the stone door and its carved surface. “What have you
found?”


“A surprisingly simple locking system,” she replied as she
waved at the door.


Looking closer I realized she was correct. The door only had
three bolt and catch locks sliding across its surface, and Lauren had already
undone two of them. The highest one was most certainly beyond her reach, even
if she had attempted hopping up to reach it. I chuckled to myself at the
amusing image of Lauren hopping around in an attempt to reach the lock. Perhaps
I shouldn’t have since she gave me a glare. The woman had probably guessed what
turn my thoughts had wandered down.


I cleared my throat and quickly strode to the door. Probably
shouldn’t have laughed at her. Especially given the fact that even I was forced
to stretch on my tiptoes and reach as high as I could to grab the bolt’s
handle. I was fairly certain I heard Lauren mutter something about me getting
what I deserved too. Once I slid the bolt back, however, I had to strain to tug
the stone door open.


It swung open to reveal a short hall. I took a step forward
only for Lauren to call my name. Her hand landed on my arm as she said, “Wait.
I think there’s a trap.”


I frowned down at her. “What do you mean?”


She nodded to the hall. “I don’t know for sure. But . . .
Mathias, if you go through, the trap will trigger. Your number is too high. It
will trigger the trap.”


For a moment, I considered protesting. However, if there was
one thing I had learned about Lauren Hope it was that she never tried to
interfere unless her instincts were screaming at her. I hesitated a moment
longer, not liking what I suspected was about to happen. Then, I slowly stepped
back. “All right.”


Lauren gazed up at me for the briefest span of time before
she nodded. “Right. I won’t be long.”


Letting her go without me was one of the hardest things I
had to watch. And that included fighting a chimera. She moved into the hall
with slow cautious steps until she stepped through the arch at the end, and
then she disappeared. It took all the willpower I had to keep from leaping into
the hall after her.


Come on, Lauren, you can do this.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The air of the chamber felt different, not unlike the
echo tunnel’s almost watery feeling although I hadn’t seen any shimmering
shadows. Glancing over my shoulder, I stumbled to a halt as I realized I
couldn’t see Mathias. I could see the hall, but no Mathias on the other side.
The stone door still stood open. I just . . . I couldn’t see anything aside
from the door and its frame.


Maybe I had stepped inside an echo tunnel again. I looked
around the chamber, attempting to detect the telltale shimmery shadows. I
didn’t see any. I did, however, see plenty of artifacts. Weapons that traced
from ancient scythe like swords to roman shields still decorated with the
empire’s eagle wings to a mace and chain. Then, there were the not so obvious
weapons. The ones that looked like they belonged on display in galleries or
museums. One of them, a jade carving of a sinuous water dragon, radiated with
power.


I gave that one a wide berth. Anything that felt that
powerful and was created by dragons most likely carried some sort of magic that
would leave anyone who wasn’t a dragon dead or wishing they were dead.
Something I very much wanted to avoid, thank you. I skirted around racks of
swords of various length and design before pausing in front of a spear with a
sharpened spike on the opposing end. The scrolling script along its blade and
shaft was foreign to me. Something else I didn’t particularly want to touch.


Yet, the sense of power continued to assault me. It formed a
sort of pressure, almost as though someone was pressing their thumb as hard as
they could against the center of my forehead. It wasn’t coming from any of the
artifacts in this room. Although, the water dragon’s artifact was also strong.
It wasn’t as strong as the pressure I felt, pressure that grew as I maneuvered
around the stacks of weapons toward the center of the room.


A small rounded stone dome rose from the center. Why I
hadn’t noticed it before, I couldn’t even hope to explain unless it had
something to do with the feeling of being inside an echo tunnel. It simply
hadn’t been there until I was nearly on top of it. I stepped through another
archway into a much smaller room. I was relieved to find that I could still see
out to the larger chamber of the vault. The ceiling brushed against the top of
my head as I stood in the crowded space. Covered urns that came up to my chest
filled the room, leaving only a scant space between them to walk. And there
were boxes set on pedestals, several of which radiated with danger. They’d been
covered with traps, nasty ones, and I couldn’t explain how I knew that.


Several of the boxes were covered in ancient Greek, and I almost
wished I could read the language so I would be able to decipher what they said.
Almost. It probably would have been much more difficult to resist the sudden
desire to open one of them if I had been able to read whatever the boxes
claimed to contain. Several of the urns were covered in draconic. I didn’t
examine them closely, though, not wanting to waste precious time.


There was almost always a time limit on these sorts of
quests. And, I didn’t want to become trapped inside. The pressure on my forehead
increased as I edged through the rows of urns and pedestals. Until, it was
nearly overwhelming as I entered the last row. I stopped in front of three urns
set in the very back of the room as power called to me. It wanted to be found,
and there was something almost familiar about it.


I was drawn to the center urn of the three and carefully
shifted the lid to one side. Numbers flashed in the darkness, one through ten,
glowing bright and warm. I reached in before I could think better of it and
pulled out a partially wrapped piece of crown. I recognized the covering as one
of my shawls. It was the piece they had taken from me.


Wrapping it back up, I carefully stowed it in my satchel
before I replaced the urn’s lid. Then, my feet were irresistibly drawn to another
urn. This one stood in one of the center rows, but off to the right at the very
end of the row. It too held a linen covered piece of crown.


For some reason, it was more difficult for me to put this
one into my satchel. I wanted to unwrap it, to touch it, and to fit it together
with its fellow piece. Twice, I caught myself on the verge of slipping my hand
inside the satchel before the sense of power slammed into me again. This time
it yanked my attention to one of the pedestals and a small box.


I stared at it for a long moment before I realized I
couldn’t sense any extra protections on the box. In fact, I hadn’t even noticed
that this pedestal held anything when I first entered the room. Actually, I had
been certain it was empty. But, not anymore.


I reached toward the box then paused and dug out the two
crown pieces instead. I touched them to the lid first and murmured, “Reveal.”


No idea why, but the word leapt off my tongue with almost as
much power as what I sensed from the box. I kept hold of the wrapped crown
pieces as I opened the box, pushing the lid up with my little fingers. The
first thing I saw was a series of numbers blazing gold just above the surface
of the crown piece. Then, I noticed the scroll of papyrus resting just behind
it. There was room in the box for four more crown pieces. I didn’t know how I
knew that either. Yet, I didn’t hesitate to place the two crown pieces inside.


The only sensible thing I did was to leave them cocooned in
their wrappings. My fingers itched to take the scroll and study it. I ignored
the urge. I didn’t have time. Closing the lid, I hesitated only a moment before
I scooped up the box and carefully placed it inside my satchel. Then, I hurried
out of the smaller chamber.


Once outside, I turned around only to find the stone dome
had vanished. A glamour. It had to be a glamour. Remembering what else I was
meant to do, I walked through the rows of weapons once more. I stopped in front
of a long dagger with a slight hook to the end of its blade and carefully
removed it from the wall. Then, I went back to the spear I spotted earlier.


It gave me a little shock when I grabbed it, but I tightened
my grip and then murmured the Greek phrase Asterius
had given me. I wasn’t sure exactly what it meant since he hadn’t bothered to
translate, but the tingling buzz in my hand faded to a barely perceptible hum.
Only then did I hurry back to the hall.


The sensation of being inside an echo tunnel vanished as
soon as I crossed out of the vault. I could see Mathias on the outside, his
hand braced against the door. I could see the way relief skittered across his
face before he beckoned to me. “Hurry!”


I increased my pace, not that I really needed the urging.
Still, I didn’t breathe easily until I emerged from the hall. Mathias rested a
hand on my shoulder, his gaze flicking over me. “All right.”


“Yes.” I paused and then added softly, “I found everything
and more.”


His eyebrows rose at that although he knew better than to
question me here. Instead, he simply nodded. “Good. We should get back to the
crossroads. They’ll be wondering if we died.”


When I frowned at him, he clarified, “It took you almost an
hour to come back.”


I blinked at him. “I thought it was only about twenty
minutes.”


He shook his head. “Probably a protection layer to this
vault since you vanished when you went inside.”


Odd as it was, I didn’t question him further. Our plan
rested on this next part. Without the others, it would likely be impossible for
us to escape the labyrinth alive.


They were all three at the crossroads when we arrived. The
minotaur and the lamassu failing spectacularly to hide their shock at our
reappearance. Mathias grinned at them. “Not too disappointed to see us again,
lads, I hope.”


Asterius ignored him as his eyes
latched onto the spear I held. “Finally.” He snatched it from me, and I gladly
let him have it. I was even more grateful that the tingling sensation left my
hand almost as soon as I did so.


The Arachne lowered herself from the ceiling and stretched
out a hand. I placed the long dagger in it and she nodded, braid swinging with
the movement. “You have kept your side of the bargain.”


“And now we will keep ours,” Cyrus intoned although he
didn’t look particularly happy as he twitched his wings. “What comes next will
not be easy.”


Mathias smirked. “We just fought and defeated a chimera. Are
there any others in this maze?”


“No,” the Arachne sighed.


“However,” Cyrus interjected, “there are other denizens of
the labyrinth who prefer the easy hunts. They won’t take kindly to what we are
attempting to do. Something you should keep in mind, Myrmidon.”


Mathias drew his sword once more. “I feel I’ve just warmed
up. Ready for another go at this, then?”


The Arachne nodded. “We must gather the others.”


“What others,” I asked.


She smiled, and I caught a glimpse of dark fangs peeking out
of her mouth. “You didn’t think the three of us were without other allies than
yourselves, did you? We also know the gorgons. Perhaps, they will be convinced
to help us.”


“We need to move quickly,” Cyrus stated.


Asterius nodded. “Yes, before the
guild realizes we’ve been cooperating too long and send the Talos
to drive us apart again.”


That sounded . . . ominous. I exchanged a look with Mathias
who seemed far too at ease with this whole thing. High numbers, heaven help me.
He smiled at me, and I suppressed a sigh. We just had a bit more to do. Then,
hopefully, we would be out of this horrible twisting warren of tunnels.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Eleven


 


 


Mathias


 


We stayed with the lamassu and minotaur while the Arachne
vanished along the ceilings to find . . . gorgons, apparently. We’d returned to
the large chamber with all the food and had been assured it was safe. I still
didn’t let Lauren touch anything until after I tasted it. Once we were finally
out of this place, I was taking her straight to a healer.


As more time passed, I settled on the floor. Crossing my
legs, I got Lauren to lay down with her head pillowed on my thigh. I dozed
until I heard an echoing bark. Then, hot dog breath fanned my face.


I grimaced at the smell. Opening my eyes, I was somewhat
taken aback to see the two headed hellhound from the last time. The head that
resembled a Labrador or perhaps a Rottweiler dropped its mouth in a doggy grin
while the German Shepherd looking head was snuffling at Lauren. Her eyes were
open, but she wasn’t moving.


A soft voice called in Greek, “Pascal, leave them be. Come
here.”


The hellhound’s twin heads swiveled around, and it yipped in
stereo before bounding over to a gorgon. She patted first one head and then the
other as the snakes making up her hair writhed. Then she turned toward us, but
her gaze didn’t meet mine. I abruptly realized she was blind. The gorgon spoke
again, this time in lightly accented English, “Do not be afraid. I won’t turn
you to stone. I can’t. I am Elizaveta, and I believe you know Pascal though I
am curious as to how you avoided his attention the first time we crossed
paths.”


Lauren got to her feet. “I used my Jinn talent to hide us.
We didn’t want a fight.”


“But, you’re looking for one now.”


Lauren’s chin went up in her adorable look of stubbornness
as she responded steadily, “With the guild, no one else. Will you help us or
not?”


The gorgon’s snakes writhed almost tying themselves into
knots. Yet, her voice was almost softer than Lauren’s as she asked, “If I
refuse to help?”


“Then, you need only stay out of our way. As I said, our
quarrel is with the Minos Guild not with you.”


“Even though I am a gorgon and evil?”


Lauren glanced at me before turning back to the woman. “My
husband is a Myrmidon. He’s not supposed to exist either. I’ve been working
quite hard to keep him alive in spite of this fact. I’ve no quarrel with you if
you don’t intend harm to me or mine. We can stop the guild with or without your
help, and then you’ll be free to make your own way from here.”


The gorgon was silent for a long moment before she smiled
and the snakes settled back down, though their tongues occasionally flicked out
to taste the air. “You were correct, Arachne, this one is different.” She
rubbed between the hellhound’s ears and then added, “I shall speak to my kin.
We will draw the other hellhounds to us with Pascal’s presence. Then, we shall
take our vengeance on the Minos Guild.”


I grabbed Lauren’s hand and squeezed it twice. “Well done,”
I murmured to her.


Pascal barked and growled as all four of his ears went back.
Elizaveta’s snakes started writhing again. “Automatons. They’re coming.”


“Run,” Arachne called. “Elizaveta and Pascal will show you
the way out.”


I hesitated and then I pushed Lauren toward the gorgon and
hellhound. “Go with them. Stay together and find her kin.”


“Mathias.”


She cut off her protest as soon as I shook my head. I drew
my sword and turned to the others. “Arachne, stay with them. Asterius, Cyrus, with me. We need to draw the automatons
off.”


The lamassu didn’t argue for once. He bowed his head, his
curly beard swaying with the movement and then he gave a shout and leapt toward
the first Talos automaton as it entered the far side
of the hall. He knocked it over, hooves ringing as he trampled over its prone
body. The automaton reached out to grab him, but failed to move fast enough to
do so. That gave me hope. I nodded to Asterius who
twirled his spear.


I caught one last glimpse of Lauren dashing after the gorgon
and hellhound with the Arachne scurrying along the ceiling above them before I
threw myself into the fight. I scored cuts into the bronze torso and managed to
sever one grasping hand before all three of us ran down a different tunnel,
away from the women, and hopefully doing enough damage to keep the automatons
focused on us alone.


We were close now, so close.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The sound of metal scraping against metal no longer
echoed through the tunnels, and we were finally able to slow our pace. Then,
Pascal let out twin barks and bolted forward followed by Elizaveta as she
called out in Greek. Arachne landed beside me, her legs gathered beneath her.
She nodded to the shadows. “The others are just ahead. Let Elizaveta speak to
them first. I’d rather not have to wait for the gorgons to undo their stone
curse. It can take hours.”


She paused and then her clicking sigh seemed to grow louder
as she added, “And, such a transformation would be difficult on the life you
carry. Best to avoid it.”


I jerked in spite of my best efforts, and she gave the
whispery click of laughter. “I’m old enough, young one, that I know when I
sense new life. Does your mate know?”


“Yes. But, it has not been spoken of since we arrived here.”


Arachne nodded. “A wise decision. I will not speak of it
further.”


“Thank you,” I murmured politely.


Then, I stood a little straighter as Elizaveta returned. She
nodded to us. “My kin have agreed to accompany us.”


Her kin turned out to be two other full blooded gorgons, one
with skin and scales so dark it almost looked like she had been carved from the
deepest shadows and the other with paler skin but her scales and snakes were
red, and two hybrids. The full blooded gorgons like Elizaveta had human forms
other than the patches of scales on their throats and arms and the snakes
replacing their hair. They also dressed in modern clothes like Elizaveta. The
hybrids on the other hand had snake tails that were uncomfortably close to
those of the lamia. When Elizaveta introduced the two women with bronze skin
and scales, however, she indicated they were of naga
descent. Naga were close in appearance to the lamia, only they had males of
their own species, and they didn’t prefer to kill males on sight. Each gorgon
was armed with bows and quivers full of arrows.


And with them came more hellhounds. None had twin heads like
Pascal. Both the shaggier type and the short coated type were present. They
seemed to like Pascal in any case.


We started moving again without taking too much time for
pleasantries beyond allowing the hellhounds to sniff me. I didn’t even catch
the other gorgons’ names. Not that I wanted to spend time chattering. Not when
my stomach was roiling under the threat of nausea, and I was straining to
listen for any hint of the automatons’ return. I was so preoccupied that I
bumped into Elizaveta’s back and flinched away as two of her snake heads
flicked their tongues against my cheek.


I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from having a reaction
even as my skin crawled. I wouldn’t say I was afraid of snakes. However, my
extremely healthy respect for them meant I preferred to keep them as far away
from me as possible. And, this current distance was not anywhere close to far
enough. I suppressed another shudder as I asked in a whisper, “What is it?”


“We do not know this tunnel,” came Arachne’s whispering sigh
as she brushed by me. It is changing directions as we walk.”


“They can do that?”


“The guild is capable of much,” one of the half-naga gorgons murmured.


Elizaveta nodded. “They plan punishment . . . or a sale.”


“We can’t turn back,” I whispered. “We must keep going.”


“Unfortunately,” she muttered. Her snakes writhed and
twisted while occasionally reaching out to bump against my cheeks and hair.


I increased my pace to match hers instead of being behind
her, coming up on her left while Pascal stayed on her right. I hesitated before
I quietly asked, “Do you have people who might be looking for you?”


The gorgon tilted her head toward me and replied, “I’ve a
husband and two daughters. Or at least, I did. I’ve been held here for years
now. They have probably forgotten me.”


“I used to think the same thing about my family,” I offered
without really knowing why. “Then, I learned the truth. They had intended to
return. That made a difference. Knowing they wanted to return and were
prevented by outside forces made a difference to me.”


Elizaveta was silent for a long moment, then she said. “No
one misses gorgons except our families. When we vanish, the other paranormals
do not want to know because they don’t like being reminded that we still exist,
although our reputation has been muddled by the lamia.”


“Surely something could be done to change that,” I
protested.


She smiled, her incisors sharper than the rest of her teeth
and somewhat pointed. “How? How do we change the minds of entire cultures?”


“Education.” I paused as one of the other gorgons let out a
hiss, her snakes echoing the sound with eerie volume. It was enough to make my
skin crawl. “What is it?”


The other gorgon spoke in Greek. My bewilderment must have
shown because Arachne gave a clicking laugh. “She does not know Greek.”


Elizaveta shrugged even as her snakes seemed to curl in
toward her head like a shrinking perm or halo. “There is a door ahead. One we
do not know.”


My heart started beating faster. “We’ll have to go there.”


“Sadly.”


As my heart hammered into my ribs like a bird snared in a
net, I took a steadying breath. I had to breath, I had to think. I hadn’t
attempted to use the glamour since we confronted the chimera. Now, though, I
needed it desperately. We needed to be hidden. All of us. I couldn’t reach out
and touch them all, however.


It seemed impossible. No! No. I wouldn’t let it be
impossible. I needed to do this. I would do this. I reached for the sense of
protection, of security, instead of the fear. How I knew the difference, I
couldn’t explain if I tried. I simply knew what I was hunting for this time was
different. It was . . . stronger. This was about more than the fear of being
caught, it was about surviving. I needed to survive and in order to survive, I
needed to conceal everyone with me. The gorgons, the hybrid naga-gorgons,
the Arachne, and the hellhounds. We all had to survive and work together to
escape this place. We all had homes away from here, families, even children. We
had people who wanted, no, needed to see us again. Mathias’ face swam in my
mind’s eye. Yes, my Myrmidon and also our baby. To protect them both, I needed
to protect and conceal those with me now. I couldn’t touch them all, but I
could conceal them. We were still grouped closely enough together that it
should work. I would make it work.


This time I felt something change in the air around us. I
could sense a . . . displacement of sorts, and I knew. I knew it was working. I
had glamoured us.


We approached the doors together. The guild must have been
expecting us because the doors slid back into the walls on either side. They
revealed some sort of holding room complete with different cages sitting empty
at the moment.


As we moved forward, I managed to keep the glamour up though
I was already starting to sweat from the strain of hiding a dozen creatures.
Just a little longer. That was all I needed. Just a little while longer.


When the doors closed behind us, my concentration wavered. I
managed to keep hold of the slippery sensation of the displacement. The glamour
was still working. Fortunately, no one spread out making it easier for me to
maintain the glamour.


We had nearly reached the far side of the room when a new
door slid up to reveal five men in head to toe black, save for gold sashes tied
around their waists. They stepped into the room and exchanged confused looks.
Arachne pounced first, her long jointed legs wrapping around the leader’s head
and shoulders as she stabbed him in the gut with her stinger. He fell with a
choked cry and then she sprang away.


The gorgons hissed, and I dropped the glamour. I caught a
glimpse of the men’s confusion transforming into terror before the gorgons
hissed again, and I covered my own eyes as a precaution. After a moment, I felt
Pascal’s heads nudged into my waist with enough force that I almost fell over.
I dropped my hand and felt a little queasy at the sight of four men trapped in
stone.


Elizaveta stood next to me. “Don’t worry. We can undo our
work if we choose.” Then, she gestured in the direction of the still open
doorway. “Shall we go?”


I nodded. “Yes.” I could only hope Mathias was having an
easier time of it. Or at the very least, not getting himself injured to the
brink of death again.


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


“This is new.”


I glanced over at Asterius as he
looked around at the arena we had entered. “Not for me.”


The minotaur snorted. “Arena fighter?”


“I might have competed in the Colosseum,” I replied.


Cyrus was observing the arena as well, but didn’t say
anything. His wings fluttered before settling against his heaving sides. His
human mouth turned down in a severe frown. “They want a show. Of us killing
each other.”


I peered around until I spotted the viewing platform. Was
that? I barely kept from grinning as I realized it was true. The platform
didn’t have a mirror glamour. It had regular glass windows, although they were
angled and the platform was high enough that I couldn’t quite see inside.


Spinning to face the lamassu, I gave a shout as I charged
him. I swept my sword at his front legs, intentionally bringing it up too short
to actually score a hit. As the lamassu’s face darkened, I caught his eye and
winked. Putting my back to the viewing platform, I mouthed ‘Play along.’


The lamassu bellowed and flared his wings, then charged. I
was forced to roll out of his way. I came up only to have to immediately use my
sword to block the minotaur’s attack. As he leaned in close with his hot
breath, he muttered, “Have you a plan?”


“Break the glass,” I replied before I kicked out to knock
him off balance.


I saw the moment my statement made sense as he looked up at
the viewing platform. We moved in an intricate dance after that, dodging and
feigning swipes at each other. Circling until we were finally close enough to
the viewing platform. I ran toward Asterius, acting
as though I would not stop unless he skewered me. He had almost reached me when
I skidded to a halt and shouted, “Now!”


Asterius spun around, drew the
spear back, and then flung it with all his might at the viewing platform. The
glass shattered beneath the spear’s impact. Asterius
bellowed and then took a running leap toward the platform, grabbing onto the
support posts to haul himself up. I could hear shouts even as I hooked my left
arm around Cyrus’ front leg as he glided over me. He brought his wings down
with a rush of air and then we were on the platform too.


A mix of paranormals including Fae and shifters were already
either fleeing or attempting to stop Asterius’
rampage. I joined in the hunt. We killed those who fought, but others we
incapacitated.


We chased them from the viewing platform into properly lit
and ventilated tunnels. Electric lights shone over marble floors and walls,
only the ceiling was the same sandstone as in the labyrinth. I didn’t slow as I
chased a group of men down one hall. They were trying to escape somewhere.


“Mathias, close your eyes!”


I immediately obeyed. Then, I heard cries of shock and fear
that cut off abruptly. A hand touched my left arm and then Lauren whispered,
“You can open them now.”


I did so and was immediately greeted by the sight of a mass
of stone statues. Beyond them were four new gorgons. I bowed politely. “Ladies,
your timing is wonderful.”


Lauren tugged on my shirt sleeve. “We’ve locked the others
in a storage room.”


“Good.” I looked back the way I had come, but didn’t see Asterius or Cyrus. “I think we’ve nearly caught them all.”


“We also found something I think you should take a look at,
Mathias. Maybe you can get it to work.”


My brow furrowed at the odd statement. I didn’t get a chance
to question her, however, as Lauren grabbed my hand and led me past the gorgons
who continued down the hall back the way I had just come. “What happened to the
others?”


“Elizaveta and the hellhounds are guarding the storage room.
Arachne was inspecting a tunnel to see if it would lead out of here. She’ll
report back in thirty minutes with whatever she’s found.” Lauren led me down
another marble covered hall and then into what appeared to be an office. The
chair at the desk was overturned and papers had been scattered. Other than
that, however, it looked to be in decent shape. Then, she gestured to a wall
insert.


I frowned as I approached it. “I think this is a mez.”


“What’s that?”


“A mezarium, the High Elves
invented it to take sound waves and turn them into images.” My frown deepened
as I ran a hand over its sides. “Last I heard, only the ambassadors from the
New World had these installed anywhere in the Old World. The Therian shifters
like to use them. I wonder . . .” I moved closer to the machine and then spoke.
“I need to contact a Therian ambassador.”


The mez blazed with blue light,
which I hope meant it was working and not about to blow up. I repeated myself.
“I need to contact a Therian ambassador. Can anyone hear me? I need to speak
with a Therian ambassador at once.”


The light pulsed as a roar sounded, and then a man’s face
appeared out of the blue waves. He looked at me and some type of cat ghosted
across his face. “Who are you?”


“Not important. Are you an ambassador of the Therian shifters?”


The man’s upper lip curled and his voice trembled with a
snarl. “I am Therian. I am Constantine Kemp of the Therian delegation to
Greece. Who are you, and how did you gain access to our communication system?”


“Look, I’m no one to be concerned with,” I said impatiently.
“What you need to worry about, Ambassador Kemp, is that this mez was built into the facility of the Cretan labyrinth.”


“There’s no mez system to Crete.”


“That’s where I am,” I countered. I glanced at Lauren who
nodded. She held up a notepad, and I nodded before turning back to the
ambassador’s glowing face. “We are in the original labyrinth built by Daedalus
approximately fifteen kilometers east of Knossos. We’ve captured members of the
Minos Guild.”


“How?”


I smirked. “They tried to capture us first.”


The Therian shifter frowned and then the cat crossed his
face again, briefly flickering his human features away. “I want a name.”


“Mathias. The dragon prince of Thrace knows me and can vouch
that I’m not attempting to pull you into a trap.” I paused a beat before
continuing, “I have no quarrel with the Therian shifters. I just need help
getting others and myself out of here. Besides, cutting off the heads of the
Minos Guild would do you some good too, wouldn’t it?”


The shifter nodded. “Very well. I will contact the dragon
princes. Then, we will come to you. And, Mathias, do not attempt to leave Crete
without speaking to me. I have more questions for you.”


“Of course, ambassador,” I agreed mildly.


He moved away, and the blue glow of the mez
died away. I stepped back and immediately pulled Lauren into my arms. “All
right?”


“Yes. Are you?”


I kissed the top of her head. “I can’t complain.” I paused
before deliberately adding in a droll tone, “Although, I’ve no doubt that I
shall feel differently after I’m forced to play nice with the Therians. They
can be so tetchy, especially if they’re officials in their people’s bureaucracy
and don’t play nicely with other paranormals.”


Lauren gave a soft laugh. “Please, Mathias, promise me one
thing.”


“Anything for you, love.”


She wrapped her arms around me and peered up at me. “Please
promise me that you won’t needle or otherwise poke at these shifters. It’s bad
enough when you do it to the dragons. Please don’t do it with them.”


I chuckled in spite of myself. “Oh, all right. Although it
is a great sacrifice in a very personal manner, I shall endeavor to behave
myself and resist taking any of the inevitable openings these shifters leave
for needling and poking.”


“Thank you for your sacrifice,” she said drily.


I kissed her lips. “I knew you would appreciate the lengths
of my despair over these conditions.”


“Mathias, don’t tempt me to slap you right now. I’ll
probably end up crying if I do.”


“Yes, dear.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Twelve


 


 


Mathias


 


“Figured I’d find you here.”


I didn’t look around at the voice. Instead, I squinted at the
afternoon sky before I replied, “I’m on a rooftop courtyard. Not exactly trying
to hide.”


“You only say that because I found you.” I could hear the
smirk in Royal’s voice as he stepped up beside me and propped his arms on the
wall, leaning forward until his bearded profile came into view. “It’s a nice
view of Heraklion.”


“Got tired of Knossos.”


“A week trapped in the labyrinth of myth would do that to a
body,” he agreed. He paused and then asked, “What’s that you have?”


I glanced down at the photo in my hands. “Nothing for you to
be sticking your nosy beak into, dragon.”


He tugged it out of my grip before I could put it away. He
stared at it for a long moment before he grinned. “You’ve turned sentimental.
What is this?”


“If you don’t know how to recognize an ultrasound by now,
Royal, dragons are even more clueless about babies than I always assumed.”


I attempted to nab, it but he held it out of reach. “Hold
on. Yes, now I see it.”


“See what?”


“The resemblance to you, naturally.”


“And, what might that be?”


Royal’s mouth twitched before he rumbled, “This one has a
big head too. Must’ve inherited it from you.”


I snatched the photo out of his grubby hands and quickly
smoothed it. “Stop that. I don’t have a big head. Dragons have big heads. My
head is a perfectly decent and appealing size.” He started laughing, and I
rolled my eyes. “Shut up, Royal. And, don’t ever let Lauren hear you suggest
anything might be wrong with the baby. She’ll likely kill us both with a
skillet to the head.”


He laughed harder. “Giving you a hard time, is she?”


“No.” I glanced back at the door leading into the flat below
and then murmured under my breath, “She’s just likely to never speak to me
again if we have another week like this last one.”


“Thought you were in the labyrinth a fortnight ago.”


“We were. This last week we’ve been recuperating, and I got
a healer to come look her over just to be sure the baby’s all right.” I tucked
the photo in my shirt’s front pocket as I continued, “Unfortunately, Lauren
started panicking that Weard was going to find out about the baby. Apparently,
there was a nightmare of some type involved. All I know is she smacked me in
the face with a pillow, and then started planning.”


“Where was she planning to go?”


“Away from me apparently,” I stated drily. I waited for
Royal to stop laughing long enough for him to straighten up before I attempted
to say anything else. “If you are quite finished . . .”


The dragon chuckled, his dark eyes changing to fiery orange.
“Your wife is my new favorite person in this world. This is better than
listening to Peter complain about some Fae he’s at loggerheads with in the
States.”


“I’m so pleased to have amused you,” I intoned. “May I push
you off the roof now?”


“Go ahead, I’ll just fly and blame you for why any norms saw
a man sprout dragon wings.”


“Right.” I glanced out at the sea and then turned back to
Royal. “Why are you really here?”


He didn’t answer right away. His gaze darted to the door
leading inside as he answered with a question of his own. “Where’s Lauren,
Mathias?”


“She’s napping and hopefully not dreaming.” I fixed my old
friend with a stern look, noting the fact that his eyes hadn’t changed back to
normal. “What aren’t you telling me?”


“The ambassadors and dragon princes and Fae are still
clearing out the Minos Guild’s headquarters. Trying to go through documents and
such. They got the gorgons to release their prisoners from the stone, but most
of the ones you captured either aren’t talking or don’t know anything useful.
They just monitor the labyrinth and supply paranormals for the sales.”


“I already heard all this two days ago from the Therian
ambassador, Constantine.” I flicked my hand impatiently. “Spit it out, man.
What really brought you here?”


Royal fell silent. Tension seeped through me, coiling my
muscles into readiness to fight or run. Whatever had the dragon so quiet was
probably not a good thing. At the very least, he didn’t like what he had to say
either.


“Are you carrying a message?”


He nodded. “The dragon princes summoned me here because you
gave your name to the Therians. They want me to pass on an offer. Protection
for Lauren on the condition you come to a meeting with the entire draconic
council.”


I was shaking my head before he even stopped speaking. “No.
I told the dragon prince of Venice my position on getting involved in their
wars again. I won’t put Lauren through that, and I am not going to hand her
over to them to be held as an unofficial hostage until the dragons decide
they’ve no further use for me.”


“Mathias, I know you’ve no use for these quarrels but war is
coming. Don’t you think it is a little late to try and hide from it? When you
and Lauren have managed to land in the middle of almost every quagmire Weard
and their rogue leader have thrown at the dragons and the Fae?”


I shook my head. “No. I am going to do my part. Remove a
particular weapon from Weard’s reach, but then I am taking Lauren and we are
disappearing. I won’t get involved in another dragon war.” Lowering my voice, I
leaned in close as I demanded, “What do you think the council would do if they
found out Lauren’s pregnant with my child? Do you really think they would leave
us be? Let another Myrmidon be born into the world?”


Royal met my gaze steadily, his eyes still fiery orange.
“They would take the child from you both. Then, they would take measures to
prevent the two of you from having any others. They want your knowledge, but a
child . . . They wouldn’t welcome it, not the majority.”


“And, you would have me turn myself over to them?”


He scratched at his close cropped beard. “I said only that I
would deliver the message to you, if I found you. I didn’t say I would do
anything other than report back an answer to the offer of a meeting.” Royal
studied me for a moment before his gaze flicked to my shirt pocket. “The
council did not require any other news, and I see no reason to send them into a
panic when they need to be clearheaded and focused on the far more serious
threat of Weard.”


“How long do we have?”


“Two days at the most.” He paused and then said in an
undertone, “When my cousin was complaining about his difficulties, he mentioned
that Titan airships were being pulled out of the eastern half of the
Mediterranean until further notice due to the incidents with the dragons in
September. There are currently three docked here in Crete. I suggest going to
the one at Malia. I hear it will take off in an hour, didn’t hear the
destination.”


I nodded. “Thank you, old friend.”


“May the next time we meet be under happier circumstances,”
he murmured.


I rushed inside without waiting to see him leave. It was
better this way. Lauren was still sleeping when I entered our bedroom. I shook
her shoulder gently. “Lauren, sweetheart, wake up.”


She blinked blearily at me. “What’s wrong?”


“Oh, the dragon prince of Venice has started filling the
council’s heads with ideas about how to force my cooperation.” I offered a
quick smile. “Grab your satchel and your shoes. I’ll get everything else.”


“Where are we going?”


“I don’t know. Away from Crete. We’ll need to see where we
land after that before figuring out our next move.”


She studied me for a moment and then sat up. “We need to go
to Mount Etna.”


“I know. But, first we need to avoid some overly zealous
dragons.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


I woke up as a shadow passed over the cabin window. A
shudder ran through me, and I pressed back into Mathias’ hold as I caught a
glimpse of a dragon’s wing outside the porthole. The airship we had boarded
after escaping from Crete to Morocco was now under dragon escort. A precaution,
the captain assured everyone through the speakers, to ensure there wouldn’t be
any other unpleasant situations with reckless juveniles. Heading to Sicily had
been more difficult than we expected, and we were forced to wait three days
before Mathias found an airship heading in that direction.


Mount Etna’s continued sleeping pains, as Mathias called
them, had caused some of the difficulty as plumes of smoke and ash grew heavy
enough to close the airports on the eastern side of the island. Instead, we
were on an airship that would dock at Palermo, the capital of Sicily. I rested
a hand on my stomach. I was a day shy of fourteen weeks, and I was tired of
being on the run. A private little island somewhere in the Pacific sounded more
appealing by the day.


But, we weren’t done yet. We had to keep the Crown of Nimrod
from falling into Weard’s hands. I couldn’t just take the pieces I had and
leave everything, no matter how tempting. I needed to see this through to the
end. After Etna, if we found only one piece, we would go into hiding again.
Because I didn’t know where else the missing pieces would have been taken and
if Weard couldn’t find the entire crown, that would have to be enough.


The crown . . . I hadn’t opened the box since we escaped the
labyrinth. It had never seemed to be the right time and then I was
recuperating. After several restless minutes where I tried and failed to go
back to sleep, I squirmed out of Mathias’ hold and slipped from the berth.


Sinking to my knees, I pulled the satchel out from the
storage space beneath the berth. Opening it, I found the box tucked under head
shawls and the jade figurines of a doe and fox. How my keepsakes had survived
this long, I wasn’t sure. My fingertips brushed across them before I pulled the
box out. I could sense the muted power inside and it only became stronger when
I opened the lid. Numbers flashed across the surface of the crown and then
disappeared as an urge wrapped around me. It tugged at me. My fingers twitched
toward the wrapped pieces. I needed to fit them together.


“Lauren.”


I blinked and changed the direction of my hand to carefully
grasp the scroll instead. I didn’t let myself brush against the exposed crown
pieces as I pulled the scroll out. Then I closed the lid, muting my awareness
of the crown pieces once more. Moving to sit on the edge of the berth, I left
the box resting on the cabin floor.


Mathias’ presence against my back offered an anchor, and I
leaned into him as I started to unroll the scroll. Mathias grabbed a flashlight
and directed it at the scroll. I blinked as I squinted at it. It was a map of
some type. Actually, it almost looked like blueprints or diagrams. I focused on
the anvil. “I think this is the Forge of Hephaestus.”


There was some sort of ancient script, more chiseled blocks
with faint variations between them, not anything I recognized. I tilted the map
toward the light a little more. “Can you read it?”


“No. It’s not a language I’ve seen before. It’s not even
Myrmidon or Greek.” Mathias leaned closer, his warmth a little more distracting
now, as he murmured more to himself than to me, “It might be Etruscan or
cuneiform. Or . . . maybe a variant of Phoenician.”


 I continued studying the map. I needed to understand,
but how . . . when neither of us could read the language it was written in,
much less figure out what it meant? Then, something changed. I blinked twice,
but the change stayed. Gold letters floated above the foreign script. Clear, if
somewhat translucent, and in Turkish. If this was something Spotters could
always do, I had never learned of it. And, I had never experienced it before.


I stared at the golden calligraphy and then read it in a low
whisper, instinctively falling into Turkish as I did so.


“Beneath Etna where Typhon’s poison plumes


Through heat and waters where Hephaestus looms


Blast of bellows, ring of hammer growing cold


Shards of Vulcan’s wrath of old


There lies chaos, there lies doom


Beneath Etna buried destruction waits to waken doom.”


Mathias hummed in my ear before clicking his tongue. “Well,
at least this one rhymes properly. Why did you read it in Turkish?”


“It’s what the letters formed into, Turkish not English. I
don’t know why.”


“What letters?”


“The ones that glow like the numbers,” I replied absently.
“It’s in the forge.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Thirteen


 


 


Mathias


 


“Why are you frowning?” I asked as I slipped my arm
around Lauren’s shoulders. The train we caught in Palermo two hours ago still
had another hour before arriving in Messina, the city an hour and a half north
of Mount Etna. “Not feeling sick, are you?”


Lauren gave her head a little shake. “No.” She looked around
and then lowered her voice to a barely understandable whisper despite us being
alone in this car as she said, “It’s just we’ve only found three of the five
pieces. What if we don’t find two pieces at the Forge of Hephaestus?”


I brushed some loose strands of hair out of her face. “Then,
we take the four we have and run with them.”


Her frown returned. “I thought the same. But, Mathias, what
if that isn’t good enough? What if failing to find all the pieces still gives
Weard the advantage?”


“The important thing is that Weard won’t have the whole
crown. We can keep the full power of the crown from being theirs, which is what
we set out to do, remember?” I smoothed my thumb across her forehead and added,
“However, I admit I’m a little hesitant about Etna. Going inside a stirring
volcano is hardly the wisest thing to do, especially for you.”


She looked away from me, a sigh lifting her shoulders. “I
know. It’s just . . . What if you must be a Spotter to find the others too? I
told you how I found them. If you had tried, you would have failed and probably
died.”


“That would be a rather dramatic failure, yes,” I murmured.
A faint smile flickered into being as I had hoped, then I hugged her closer. “I
know it worries you. But, I want to keep you safe. We had a closer call with
Knossos than I liked, and I know it. Just . . . let me check out Etna and the
forge first. I’ll come back to get you if it looks safe. Agreed?”


“Agreed.” Lauren kissed my cheek and then murmured, “I think
I’m very ready to escape to that little island of yours.”


“One last stop, and then we won’t rest until I find you the
perfect beach,” I promised.


Lauren laughed softly before she curled up against my side.
I kept my arm around her, needing her close, as I watched the countryside
flying by the window. We just needed to get through one more obstacle, and we
would be done. Then, I would make sure Lauren and the baby were safe from any
dragon princes who got the idea that they didn’t want a Myrmidon to have a
family. And, from Weard and this brewing war.


I was grateful that Lauren slept until we pulled into the
station at Messina. She probably would’ve asked what was wrong, and I hadn’t
gone into the full details of why we’d needed to flee Crete. Certainly not the
warning Royal had given as to what the draconic council might do to her or the
baby. That was something I would keep to myself. She had enough stress without
knowing any of those unpleasant details.


I stood, my knives safely hidden inside my new jacket, and
Lauren tucked her satchel tight against her side. We had left our go bag behind
in the safe house we’d stayed in at Palermo for a few hours. Something I was
grateful for since I had the distinct feeling that we would need to pack light
for this leg of our journey. I waited until I saw the other passengers getting
off the cars ahead and behind us. There were many of them although there was a
rather impressive crowd of people amassing on the station. Tourists attempting
to leave the island or at least put as much of it between them and Mount Etna as
possible.


Lauren stuck close to my side as we disembarked from the
train. I shouldered a path through the crowd until I noticed movement to the
side. A glance over brought a curse to my lips. Khalid was here, and he had
seen me. I could see him shouting and gesturing. More people, no, more hunters
began shoving their way through the crowd ignoring protests and shouts as they
did so.


I grabbed Lauren’s hand and tugged her to the right, ducking
around a family of irritated looking dragonborn. There was a shout as one of
Weard’s hunters attempted to follow. I glanced back as he was being pounced on
by two of the dragonborn while the oldest female berated him in Italian for
rudeness and intruding on their honor.


Good. Khalid was distracted by the noise as were others. I
pulled Lauren into a faster trot, but didn’t break into a run. That would have
pulled attention back to us, especially since we were running the wrong way.
She slowed suddenly, and I looked back to find her peering to our left.
“Lauren, come on.”


“Wait.” Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open in
surprise before she turned back to me. “It’s Raz Yakov.”


“What? Where?” I looked around until I spotted him. The
stooped older man with wild grey hair blended in with the crowd in his simple
attire of a long sleeved white shirt combined with dark pants and vest. He was
leaning on a cane and hobbling away from the direction of another train.


I groaned, then motioned for Lauren to head to the exit to
our right. “Go on. Head to the market. Do not wait for us.”


I only waited long enough for her to head in the right
direction with a small nod before I went after the old Spotter. He had told her
that he couldn’t leave the protection of Rome. What was the old man doing in
Sicily?


Khalid was looking around the station, searching for us no
doubt, and then his gaze settled on Raz Yakov. I watched his expression change briefly to
bewilderment, and then a savage smile appeared. He gave a shout I couldn’t make
out above the noise of the crowd around me as more people got into fights and
arguments about the trains. The other hunters didn’t share the same difficulty,
however. Most likely, they had earwigs in to give them some help.


I took a chance and shoved a man I was certain was a shifter
into one of Weard’s hunters. The hunter reacted by punching the man in the
face. His entire body stiffened, and then he shook his head slowly. There were
norms mixed in with the paranormals, keeping him from shifting, but he could
still fight. As the man lunged, taking the hunter to the station floor, I
reached Raz Yakov.


He jumped and some of the color leached out of his dark
olive complexion. I nodded to him. “Sorry. However, I don’t have time to
explain. Hunters have fingered you so we need to go.”


His wild grey eyebrows crawled up his lined brow as his
gnarled hands tightened around his cane. “Is Lauren Hope with you?”


I nodded. “She’s here. Now, we need to get moving.”


“Oh yes, of course.”


It seemed to take forever, and twice I told a shifter that
one of Weard’s hunters had called the shifter a thief. The ensuing fights were
barely enough to cover our escape as slowly as Raz Yakov moved. I didn’t relax until we’d reached the market
and I saw Lauren waving to us.


We joined her at a farmer’s lorry, and she nodded to me.
“I’ve convinced him to take us to Catania, the village at the foot of Mount
Etna. He’s going back for his family. I told him we were doing the same.”


“Good.” I helped her into the back of the lorry, grateful
for the crates partially filled with produce that lined the sides and provided
some cover. Then, I helped Raz Yakov
in before I clambered in myself. With his addition, I was even more grateful
that we didn’t also need to squeeze our go bag into the narrow clear space of
the lorry’s bed. Settling against the back of the cab, I rapped my knuckles
against the rear window.


As we reached the border of Messina, I turned my attention to
Raz Yakov who was guzzling
one of the water bottles Lauren had given him. “How exactly did you get to
Sicily and why?”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


I waited expectantly for Raz Yakov to answer. The 3 glimmering above the older Spotter’s
head was a small comfort given the fact it was the same as the one floating
above the farmer’s head. Of course, it helped that I’d approached a norm
instead of a paranormal in hopes that doing so would throw Weard’s hunters off
at least a little.


“Well?” A slight edge had entered Mathias’ tone, and I
watched as the older man glanced at his number only to wince.


“Forgive me, I am . . . Well, I am quite scattered at the
moment. I can hardly think much less speak.” His light brown eyes turned to me,
and he leaned forward slightly. “You have had success with the wonders?”


I nodded. “It took us longer than expected to find anything,
but we’ve found three of them.”


“Three?” he echoed, a look of wonder entering his eyes.
“Truly? Where were they?”


“The first one we found inside the Great Sphinx.”


“Sphinx?” he interrupted. “Not the Great Pyramid, even
though that was the Wonder.”


“Yes. I had started to lose hope of finding any of them when
we finally came across it.”


Raz Yakov
leaned back, running a gnarled hand over his hair. The movement caused his hair
to stick up even more wildly as he pursed his thin lips. “How fascinating. I
never would have imagined that it was hidden inside the Sphinx instead of the
Pyramid. I would have gone to the wrong place entirely it seems. How fortunate
that you were able to go, then.”


I shrugged. “It was in the riddle the dragons kept a memory
of, but then we ran into some trouble with hunters.”


“You didn’t lose the piece, did you?”


“No, of course not.” I offered a reassuring smile. “I meant
only that we had to dodge Weard for a bit before we could continue our quest.”


“And, the other two? Where did you find those?”


I couldn’t help a more genuine smile forming at the
eagerness in his eyes and voice. “We found them in Knossos, in the labyrinth of
Daedalus.”


“Truly? I’d heard that the dragon and shifters had suddenly
descended on Knossos, and feared that you might have been discovered.”


“Then, you agree that Weard is being controlled by one of
the rogues?” Mathias asked.


“All the signs seem to point to it, do they not?” Raz Yakov returned before he
asked, “You didn’t tell any of them what you found, did you?”


I shook my head. “No, of course not. Even if we knew whom to
trust, the knowledge of this artifact is far too dangerous to be revealed to
even the dragon princes. Especially when they are on the brink of war and more
inclined to misusing the Crown of Nimrod themselves.”


Raz Yakov
nodded slowly, his gnarled fingers rubbing the head of his cane. “Yes. Good,
good. A wise decision, indeed, Lauren Hope. Such a treasure as this . . . It
will make far too great a temptation to a world at war.” He considered me a
moment and then asked, “What do you intend to do with it?”


“I was thinking I’d drop the pieces into the different
seas,” I confessed. “It’s too dangerous to risk putting them together to reform
the crown and the seas are deep enough to keep their secrets if we choose the
right areas, especially when only Spotters can use the crown as intended.”


He nodded. “That might be for the best. Although, it does
grieve my heart as a historian to see the pieces of our people’s history lost
to us in such a fashion once more.”


“I understand, but it is too great a risk to keep them with
us even if we split them between us.” I hesitated as Mathias caught my eye.
“You never said why you left the safety of Roma. Why would you come to Sicily
of all places with Weard stirring?”


Raz Yakov
smiled. “Lauren Hope, this quest is the greatest treasure in all of Spotter
history. It may be that we shall be forced to destroy it for the sake of our
future. Nevertheless, I could not hide myself away while knowing evil minds
desired this treasure. And, there were only the two of you hunting for the crown
. . . even with your mate’s added advantage of heritage and strength. It is a
good thing that I decided to search Naples’ archeological museum for any clues
that might have been removed from Herculaneum and Pompeii because I found this
hidden in the back of a cast of one of Pompeii’s victims.” He dug into his vest
and pulled out a wrapped parcel, which he held out to me.


My fingers trembled as I took the parcel. Opening one end
just enough to catch a glimpse of bronze with gold numbers flashing across the
surface, I could hardly breathe. He had found one. My hands were still shaking
with a mix of relief and disbelief as I hurried to wrap it again and then slip
it inside my satchel. We had four pieces of the Crown of Nimrod. Oh thank God,
we had four of the five pieces. Now, we only needed to find one more . . .


Some of my gratitude turned to worry as we approached Mount
Etna. The clouds ringing the summit were dark and the smell of sulfur filled
the air even this far away. I had a sinking feeling that Mount Etna was going
to prove the greatest challenge of our quest to date. Not exactly something I
wanted to contemplate after everything we had been through at Knossos. But,
there was no turning back now.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Fourteen


 


 


Lauren


 


I sat on the lip of a bubbling fountain, paging through
Mathias’ book on paranormals that I had insisted on bringing along with the box
and its contents. There had to be something in here we could use. We’d arrived
in Catania almost an hour ago only to find that all tours of Mount Etna,
including the paranormal ones that ventured into the Forge of Hephaestus, had
been suspended due to the volcanic activity.


Raz Yakov
sat next to me, a picture of weariness with his grey head bent and his gnarled
hands spasming around the head of his cane. Mathias had gone to ascertain just
how bad things were with Etna. And I was . . . finally finding something. The
entry on Hephaestus wasn’t as extensive as those of Zeus or Poseidon or even
Hades, but at least there was one.


Mathias approached just as I neared the end of the entry. I
waved to him. “I think I’ve found something.”


“All right, let’s hear it.”


I turned my attention back to the book and read aloud.
“Hephaestus was also called Vulcan by the Romans. It is believed that he was in
actuality a fire elemental who had a pronounced talent for weapons crafting. A
legend out of Sicily where the Forge of Hephaestus rests inside Mount Etna
above Typhon’s prison is that Hephaestus feared being sealed into his own forge
much like the vile dragon had been sealed in the age before, and so he ensured
there were back doors through which he could escape his forge. These escape
passages led through the top of Mount Etna and can be accessed from the summit,
through the center of the volcano, emerging on the mountainside above the
village and within the bounds of the village of Catania itself.”


“But where in the village?” Raz Yakov asked more to himself than to us.


I pulled out the translation of the map’s directions I had
inscribed the same night I’d deciphered it. My eyes widened as realization
struck. “Mathias, it said through heat and waters where Hephaestus looms.”


He nodded slowly and then a grin appeared, and he snapped
his fingers. “There are thermal baths here heated by the volcano. They go back
to Roman times.”


“Maybe old enough to hide a fire elemental’s escape hatch?”
I asked.


He grinned. “Maybe. But, you two should stay behind.”


Raz raised his head and then
jutted his chin at something behind Mathias. “I think I’d rather face the volcano,
young man.”


I stashed the book in my satchel as my gaze caught on the
same thing that had snared the older Spotter’s attention. “Nines. Four of them
and they are coming this way fast,” I murmured in an undertone.


Mathias grimaced even as he waved for us to stand. “Come on,
then. It seems we’re all going into a volcano.”


Catching his worried look, I knew what he was thinking. That
I shouldn’t go in there. Not with the baby to think about and to protect.
Although, staying where Weard’s hunters could catch me wouldn’t be safe for the
baby either. I caught Mathias by the hand and held on tightly as we hurried
with Raz Yakov deeper into
town.


How we managed to slip away without Weard’s hunters catching
up, I wasn’t certain but I was most definitely grateful for it. Last thing we
needed was a fight with the hunters. We passed through a glamour surrounding
the tumbled ruins of what had once been Roman thermal baths and emerged to find
the main building still stood. Its roof had fallen in, but the rest of the structure
appeared solid.


Mathias squeezed my hand, and then we stepped inside the
baths. The pools had long been empty, but Raz Yakov pointed out a trap door in the center of the largest
room. He smiled faintly. “I used to study the architecture of Roman baths. This
will lead to the lower levels where the baths were connected to the thermal
flows. If there was a secret door into the volcano, it’s where I would’ve put
it.”


Mathias pulled the trapdoor open, and I shone a flashlight
into the hole. I didn’t see any water, only carved stone steps sloping down
into the darkness. Mathias pulled out his own flashlight and went first before
he called for me.


The air below didn’t smell musty, but it was much warmer and
very humid. It felt like I had stepped inside a sauna or out into a very muggy
summer’s day. Never mind that it was December. Raz Yakov stomped his way down the steps and let out a slow
whistle as we shone our flashlights around. Then, he gestured to the far right.
“What’s that look like to you, Lauren Hope?”


Following his gaze, I stared for a moment. “It’s another
glamour.”


Mathias went first and then stuck his hand back out to
beckon for us. I exchanged a look with Raz, a smile
pulling at my lips as a slight thrill ran through me. We were almost there. I
stepped through the glamour and into the mouth of a tunnel whose walls were
covered with rippled sheets of obsidian. “An old lava flow,” Mathias murmured
as I moved to stand next to him.


I nodded, at a loss of words and already feeling sweat
beading on my upper lip and trickling down my back. It was so humid. I pulled
out my water bottle and took a sip. If Weard’s hunters hadn’t been scouring the
village, I would’ve turned back and let the two of them go on without me since
Mathias would have a Spotter with him. But, the hunters were there.


“Let’s keep moving,” Mathias stated quietly. “I don’t want
to linger down here any longer than necessary. This place is only fit for
dragons and fire elementals to visit for long.”


The lava flow had formed lavacicles that appeared
deceptively pretty. When the tunnel sloped up once, I tripped and caught myself
on the wall. An action I instantly regretted as a lavacicle sliced my palm
open. Mathias slathered it with gauze and then wrapped it tightly.


He stuck even closer to my side after that. I was surprised
that Raz Yakov was so
steady on his feet, using his cane with expert finesse to keep his balance,
even when the tunnel took an abrupt turn down and I was struggling not to fall
again.


The air grew hotter until there was no more humidity. It was
a dry heat that reminded me of the summer I had hidden near Death Valley. I
drank more water, trying to stave off dehydration, while sweat soaked my shirt
and made my jacket feel suffocating. Mathias murmured in my ear that he’d allow
five more minutes. I nodded. Etna could keep its piece of the crown for all I
cared at the moment. I didn’t want to be in the volcano any longer than I absolutely
had to, and this was beyond reckless now.


I started to ask Mathias if we could turn back when Raz Yakov shouted, “I’ve found
it! Look!”


He wasn’t far, just a couple of yards ahead of us. Mathias
cupped my elbow as we made our way over to where the older Spotter was
standing. He gestured with his cane, and my breath caught in my throat. We were
standing on an overlook. Below I could see the red glow of lava to one side and
to the other a huge forge stood silent and cold. My gaze went back to the glow
of the lava. The heat alone should’ve killed us before we got this far. Then, I
made out the hazy traces of a protective glamour. It had to be, because that
was the only way we were still standing.


Mathias looked grim, his jaw clenching, when I glanced at
him. He met my gaze and stated firmly, “Ten minutes no more. I don’t trust that
glamour to hold.”


I nodded. “We’ll do it faster then.”


We’d found the Forge of Hephaestus. Now we just needed to
get the missing piece of the Crown of Nimrod and get out before anything bad
happened. Easy, right?


Yeah, I didn’t really believe that either even if I was
trying to be ridiculously optimistic that our quest was nearly over and done.
Why did I have the feeling that there was going to be at least one more
surprised in store for us? And, I probably wouldn’t like it.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Fifteen


 


 


Lauren


 


The Forge of Hephaestus had been built for a giant.
Everything from the bellows to the anvil to the stone tub that would’ve held
water to cool Hephaestus’ creations towered above me. The bellows were cold
though their bronze chains still ran up to the ceiling of the chamber. I could
see the protective glamour shimmering in the open space behind the bellows. It
looked as though Hephaestus had truly used the lava of Mount Etna to power his
forge. I didn’t see anything that would point to where a piece of the crown
might be hidden, however.


I checked my watch. It had only been two minutes since we
entered the room, but Mathias was already moving with nervous energy on the
other side of the room where the tub stood. The top of his head was just even
with the rim of the tub. He kept glancing over at me too. No doubt, worrying. I
couldn’t say I blamed him as I took another sip of my water. The air was
slightly cooler in here, but not by very much.


My steps slowed as my attention snagged on the wall in front
of me. It was a couple yards away from the forge proper, but there was something
. . . I moved closer, studying it more carefully. There. About nine feet up was
a carving of a hammer and anvil, the sign of Hephaestus and of Vulcan.


“What have you found?”


I glanced around to see that Raz Yakov had made his way over to me. Returning my attention
to the wall, I replied simply, “I’m not sure yet. Depends on if there’s
anything to find.”


“Your husband is not a patient man.”


“He’s being cautious about the safety of this place.” I
nodded toward the lava chamber. “Can you blame him?”


“Are you certain it isn’t something more? Could he have . .
. betrayed us?”


I jerked my chin up at the hesitant suggestion. Raz Yakov drew back slightly, his
light brown eyes filling with consternation, but I didn’t give him the chance
to speak as I whispered fiercely, “There is nothing on this earth that would
move him to betray me. He’s only concerned about our safety.”


He waved a gnarled hand. “Of course, of course. Forgive me.
My survival has depended on being . . . suspicious of others. Has not yours as
well?”


“To an extent,” I admitted before once more returning my
attention the wall. Was there something there? I could feel . . . something. I
just wasn’t certain what it was or where exactly. It felt more muffled than the
pieces in the jars had, until I pressed my hand to a rounded area of stone that
I had to stretch to reach. I heard a click and then the outline of a door
appeared. I shoved against it until it swung open.


For a moment, I was tempted to go inside myself. Then, I
glanced at Raz Yakov. He was
standing a little straighter even with his stooped shoulders and a light of
excitement gleamed in his light brown eyes. He was just as invested in this
quest as I was and had risked so much to be here. I cleared my throat, and he
looked up at me quickly almost as though I had startled him. I offered an
apologetic smile, then waved toward the opening. “Would you like to find it?”


“Are you certain?”


I nodded.


A slow grin stretched his weathered cheeks, and then he
nodded. “I believe I shall accept your kind offer, Lauren Hope. Pardon me.”


I watched him toddle into the room, a flashlight held in one
gnarled hand, and then I hurried over to where Mathias was still standing
beside the tub. He looked more worried than he had before . . . no, he looked
uneasy. When I joined him, he leaned down to whisper, “There’s something here.”


“What?”


He shook his head slightly. “I don’t know. I can’t figure it
out. However, there’s something here that makes me feel . . . threatened. I
never feel that way.”


And that terrified me, more than a little.


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


I scanned our surroundings, but the only other signs of
life in the forge were the two Spotters. It wasn’t as though someone could have
snuck past us to get here first. As for the rumors about the original rogue
dragon Typhon being trapped down here . . . well, I rather doubted he would
still be alive after all this time. And on the off chance that he was, he would
have been trapped much deeper in the bowels of the volcano where only dragons
and fire elementals could walk unscathed.


My gaze strayed to the protective glamour that was all that
allowed us into the forge. All right, maybe he didn’t need to be much deeper
than us. Nevertheless, all the stories agreed that Typhon was buried beneath
Hephaestus’ forge not beside it.


The ground shook and magma flew into view before dropping
again. Then the glamour grew fuzzy, not enough to drop even for a millisecond
thank God, but it was a very dangerous sign. I touched Lauren’s arm, and she
moved closer to me.


It was past time we headed back out. I glanced at the
overlook, then at the rocks hanging over the entrance. It wouldn’t take more
than another good shake to send that tunnel collapsing on the overlook.


Lauren stayed close as I started walking again. This time I
was looking for something different. I found a tunnel, but didn’t enter because
I could see the boulders filling it not even five meters beyond the entrance.
One down.


“I hope that’s the summit exit,” Lauren whispered.


I nodded. “It would be better if the summit wasn’t our only
way out right now.”


I kept moving until I reached a narrow space of wall between
the tunnel we’d come in from the overlook and the oversized anvil. I nudged
Lauren’s arm to gain her attention and then nodded toward the space. “That’s a
door. If anything goes wrong, we go out that one.”


She worried at her bottom lip even as she murmured her
agreement.


I opened my mouth to reassure her as best I could, but
stopped when Raz Yakov let
out an excited yell. “Come and see! It’s magnificent!”


Maybe I would need to drag the old man away from the forge.
Now that he’d found the missing piece of the crown, I intended to get us out of
here.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


Mathias was already striding toward the secret room. I
followed more slowly. Now the door was open, I realized it hadn’t been the only
source of muffled power. There was a strange feeling, like I was being pulled,
but not toward the room. I was being pulled toward the forge and the bellows.


It didn’t make any sense. I couldn’t seem to stop myself
from going over there, however. Then, I sensed something near the bottom of the
bellows. Crouching down, I peered into the shadowed space beneath the bellows.
There was something there after all. A box.


I pulled it out and shone my flashlight on it. It was formed
out of crystal, and there was something dark inside. I managed to pry the lid
off by using the knife Mathias had given me, and then I froze as I stared at
the gem inside. It was a large sapphire, just a little smaller than my open
palm.


Golden numbers flashed across its faceted surface chased by
strange symbols I didn’t recognize. But, they looked like the same odd language
that had been on the map. Then they vanished, leaving only the sapphire’s deep
blue hues to be seen. Well, that was weird.


I hesitated for half a heartbeat and then scooped the
sapphire up. It felt warm to the touch.


“Lauren, what did you find?”


I got to my feet and turned around to find Mathias escorting
Raz Yakov by the arm. The
older Spotter’s eyes widened and he let out a hissing breath. “The Sapphire of
Shinar! It was here too!” He raised his hand to reveal another wrapped piece of
crown. “I have the final piece. We need to put it together.”


“No, we need to leave,” Mathias interjected.


“We can’t waste time,” Raz Yakov countered. “Lauren Hope, we need to confirm this is
the Crown of Nimrod. We can only do that by fitting the pieces together. We
have time. If it’s the crown, we can dissemble it and then throw the pieces
away as you planned. Or we could toss it through the glamour. Whatever you
like, but we must confirm it first.”


Mathias pinned me with a hard stare. “Lauren. We need to go
now with or without him.”


“You do not appreciate the importance of this moment,” Raz snapped. His gaze was frantic as he turned back to me.
“Lauren Hope, we must confirm this now! I must know!”


I looked from him to Mathias. “It won’t take more than a
minute to do it. It will be easier to leave if you aren’t being forced to drag
him out of here.”


Mathias looked at his watch then cast an uneasy look at our
surroundings. “All right. Try to hurry. We’re running out of time.”


I nodded as I slipped the Sapphire of Shinar into my jacket
pocket and then pulled the box out of my satchel. Finally. I couldn’t deny that
I felt a rush as I opened the box and began fitting the pieces together. They
went together perfectly, almost as though they wanted to be reunited. The three
pieces I had found formed the back half of the circlet. The fourth piece from
Naples snapped into place with half of a cradle for a stone. Then, Raz Yakov handed me the fifth
piece. The crown snapped together and the empty cradle stood proud above the
center of the crown’s front.


“Now the jewel,” he urged.


I almost refused, but didn’t for fear he and Mathias would
get into a scuffle. I didn’t want the old man to get hurt even if he wasn’t
being very practical. I took the sapphire back out of my pocket and set it into
the cradle.


The crown glowed as soon as the Sapphire of Shinar joined
it. Then, the numbers one through ten appeared . . . wrapping around the crown
and hovering just above its surface. The numbers and strange symbols from both
flashed across the surface of the sapphire and then they all vanished, leaving
the crown to look rather ordinary save for the gorgeous sapphire in its crest.


Catching my breath, I blinked. “It’s . . . It’s confirmed.
This is the Crown of Nimrod. I can’t believe we actually found it.”


Mathias shifted on his feet impatiently. “That’s wonderful
to hear, however, we need to go now.”


“I know, I know. Just let me take it apart. I can put it
back together to document it properly when we aren’t standing in the heart of a
volcano that’s attempting to wake up.” I reached for the sapphire, intending to
pluck it free of its cradle, and then stopped as a slow clap echoed through the
chamber.


Raz Yakov
was clapping in a slow almost, no, in a most definitely mocking manner. His
face was creased with a smile more cruel than excited. Then, Mathias pulled his
knives out. Ten hunters rushed into the forge from the overlook, the scarred
hunter at their head. The one Mathias called Khalid.


“Wonderful. You made it.” Horror coursed through me as I
realized Raz Yakov was
addressing the hunters. “Did you have any difficulties?”


Khalid’ scarred face twisted a smile into more of a sneer.
“No. The woman left a blood trail that was easy to follow.”


“Excellent,” Raz Yakov murmured. He turned to me, and I realized Mathias had
moved so he now stood next to me with the hunters ringed around the three of
us. Raz Yakov’s smile
turned vicious and a wicked gleam entered his eyes as he waggled his wild
eyebrows. “I must congratulate you, Lauren Hope and Mathias. I never imagined
you would succeed in finding all of the pieces of the Crown of Nimrod. Of
course, I hadn’t expected you to survive the Colosseum fights either. I
probably should have killed you, Lauren, when you sought me out. But then, I am
still a curiosity seeker at heart and I wanted to see how a trembling terrified
little coward of a woman could hope to best Weard Enterprises. You surprised
me. You are made of much sterner stuff than it appeared.”


I stared at him, all the pieces sliding into place with
mounting horror. “You are not a Spotter.”


He laughed. “No. I confess I am not, but you were quite
eager to believe otherwise weren’t you?”


His number was flickering, changing. It wasn’t a harmless 3
anymore. It was a 9 blazing above his head and still flickering to hint at a
10. Oh no! Oh dear God in heaven, what had I done?


Raz Yakov
or whoever he was stood straighter, no longer stooped. He held out his hand to
me with an imperious set to his movements now. Steel entered his voice as he
demanded, “Now, little Spotter, return the Crown of Nimrod to its rightful
owner.”


Mathias wrapped his hands around me as a tremor shook the
ground. All the hunters stumbled, even Khalid. But Raz
Yakov barely even swayed, and his form was flickering
much like his number had. He must have been using a glamour of some sort to
disguise his true appearance. Only now, he didn’t need to pretend. I looked up
at Mathias, and then around at the hunters who had already regained their
balance.


We were trapped with eleven powerful paranormals. One of
whom I had trusted like a complete and utter fool. And, the glamour shielding
us was threatening to collapse. Mathias’ hands tightened on my arms, and I knew
he was planning to do something. The problem was, I had a sickening feeling of
absolute certainty that Raz Yakov
wouldn’t let us escape his clutches unscathed. Certainly, not with the Crown of
Nimrod.


I frantically tried to summon my Jinn talent. It didn’t
work. We were still trapped. The ground shook beneath us again. Raz Yakov held out his hand once
more. “Surrender the Crown of Nimrod, Lauren Hope. This quest is over and you,
my dear foolish Spotter, have lost.”


 


* * *
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something cold, and it wants out. As we race across Britain in an attempt to
shake the hunters and reach a hiding place somewhere in the Scottish Highlands,
I can’t help wondering — How long do I have before I’m running from Mathias
too?
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You May Also Like…


 


Can’t get
enough Clean Supernatural Romantic Thrillers? Need more Urban Fantasy?
Adventure? Romance? Maybe a touch of snark?


 


Spellsmith & Carver: Magician’s Rivalry by H.L.
Burke — An estranged son. An adopted heir. A magical attack that forces them to
work together. A gaslamp steampunk fantasy filled
with action, adventure, and a generous helping of snark.


 


If
Wishes Were Curses (The Steel City Genie Book 1) by Janeen Ippolito — A
snarky urban fantasy that’s Angel meets I Dream of Jeannie featuring a blue-collar
genie in over her head, a romantic subplot with a vegetarian vampire lawyer,
and gleeful send ups of many romantic fantasy tropes, plus a fantastic
otter-shifter.


 


The
Therian Way series by Kimberly
A. Rogers — A straight-laced Tiger. A half-Elven Leopardess. When they’re
forced to work together, hunting down assassins and rebels might be the least
of their worries. Clean romance, action & adventure, and snarky humor come
to life in The Therian Way, an urban fantasy supernatural romantic thriller set
in the Rogue Spotter universe.


 












Also by Kimberly A.
Rogers


 


Love’s Enchanted Tales


Selkie’s
Song


The
Storyteller’s Dragon


Masquerade


Cat’s
Gambit


Spindle


Panther’s
Bride


Gryphon’s
Sister


Dancer


Dragon’s
Maid (August 2019)


Dragon’s
Bane (September 2019)


 


The Rogue Spotter Universe


 


The Therian Way Novellas Series


Tiger’s
Shadow


Tiger’s
Paw


The Therian Way Series


Book
One – Leopard’s Heart


Book
Two – Wolf’s Path


Book
Three – Tiger’s Strength


Book
Four – Leopard’s Test (Coming 2019)


Book
Five – Panther’s Trap (Coming 2019)


Book
Six – Tiger’s Betrayal (Coming 2019)


Book
Seven – Leopard’s Mercy (Coming 2019)


Rogue Spotter Series


Threats
by Numbers


Flight
by Numbers


Trials
by Numbers


Hunt
by Numbers


Quests
by Numbers


Fight
by Numbers (Coming 2019)


 


Science Fiction


Remember
Typhon – A Short Story


 


Historical Romance


Christmas
Aria — A Christmas Regency Novella












About The Author


 


Kimberly A. Rogers has never stopped enjoying the over-active
imagination originally fueled by fantasy classics such as the works of C.S.
Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien. With a steady supply of fairytales, mythology, and
the folklore revolving around famous cryptids such as the Beast of Bray Road,
she is well-prepared to spend her days writing various fantasy series ranging
from urban fantasies to romantic fairytale retellings. On the rare occasion
she’s not playing in a fantasy world, you can find her dabbling in military
science fiction and Regency Era romances.
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