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        Finn

      

      

      Trees, trees, and more trees. Loch would know them all. To me, they all looked the same. Pines spiraling up so high it looked like they touched the apex of Mount Shasta in the distance. It would be so much easier if I could just let my dragon loose and fly over them. Traipsing through the wilderness wasn’t my idea of a good time.

      Avelina warned me though. She said she couldn’t be sure how well any cloaking spells I had would work way out here. I followed the riverbank, heading northwest, just like she’d told me to. The cool, crisp air filled my lungs, but I found myself longing for a jungle of a different kind. One made of asphalt.

      This was wolf country. Or bears. I hadn’t sensed any other shifters in this wilderness, but I was so far away from my brothers and the lands we called home, I couldn’t be sure. There were coven lands to the east of me, abutting the Mount Shasta wilderness. Their magic had to be strong to keep other shifters out of prime hunting grounds like these. As I passed some of the older trees, I could feel the echo of strong fire magic.

      I reached for one, letting my fingers run over the rough bark. If I closed my eyes, I could almost see through the layers, into the pine’s beating heart. It thrummed, not like my pulse, but this old pine tree had stories to tell. Deep in the center, I saw its blackened ring. Oh, yeah. This one had stood for hundreds of years. It had borne witness to something strong, powerful, dark.

      A twig snapped ahead of me. I crouched low, baring my teeth. If anything big enough to cause me harm approached, one blast of fire and I’d incinerate it. Of course, there was just as good a chance I’d set off a wildfire. The trees were so damn dense through here.

      “This is nuts,” I muttered for the thousandth time. After finally finding the source of the dragonstone hidden in Chicago, I thought we were done chasing ghosts. The fragment of fossilized dragon egg warmed in my pocket. My magic bounced off it. Somewhere, sometime ago, another dragon had hatched from this stone. Avelina sent me to find out more about it.

      I’d known something was off that day after Gideon and Grace’s wedding. While everyone else enjoyed their food and drink at our favorite pub in Knoydart, Avelina had hung back watching. Waiting. When her eyes caught mine, I knew I was going to regret whatever she had to say.

      She’d reached across the table when I came to join her. “One more,” she said, smiling. I didn’t need her to explain what she meant. One more mission. One more rumor to track down.

      “The stone,” she’d later told me. “We need to know for sure.”

      “We do know for sure,” I’d said. “It’s not one of ours. You didn’t hatch this egg.”

      “But I don’t have the magic to tell you who it came from. No one does. But I do know someone who has the magic to tell us when it came from.”

      “What good does that do? Every dragon but us is extinct. Who cares when they were born?”

      “I know when you were born,” she said. “If this egg brought a dragon to life after that day, then it’s someone I’ve never seen. Someone who survived the purge. He or she might have gone into hiding like we did. We have to know.”

      Then what? I wanted to ask her. What good could come of that? That dragon was probably long dead or in hiding like we were. Without a mate, he’d go mad just like the last of my unmated brothers and me.

      So, here I was, five months later in the middle of this godforsaken forest in northern California, chasing more rumors and ghosts. Avelina couldn’t come herself. Grace was too close to delivering her baby. So, it fell to me. Kian couldn’t be alone; he was too unstable. Xander and Gideon had mates to protect. It could have been Loch, but Avelina had something else for him to do. She wouldn’t say what.

      A rabbit darted across my path. She stopped for an instant, her nose twitching as she picked up my scent. Then, she skittered under a bush.

      “There is no one out here,” I shouted to the sky. I was so far off any kind of beaten path. I’d left the no trespassing signs about a zillion miles back. I pulled my phone out. No service, of course. I’d memorized the coordinates she gave me and checked my compass. X didn’t mark the spot. She had to be wrong.

      She said she had a contact out here. Someone connected to one of the Circean covens that guarded these lands. My mother had been vague about what the hell I was supposed to do if I found this witch. She told me I’d know when the time came. Typical. For decades, she’d been sending my brothers and me on missions aimed at hunting down long-dead dragons. Most of them had been dead ends. Then, my brother Xander found a mate, Shae. A fire mage had cast a spell on her, allowing her to survive my brother’s fire. They were married now. Xander’s mating sickness cured. And I had a niece, Cassia. My heart twisted with pangs of jealousy that brought me to shame. Not for Shae. I loved her as a sister. Still, with each passing day, I knew my chances of finding a mate of my own dwindled.

      I went a few hundred more yards and came to the edge of the world. The river churned, dropping off to a steep waterfall. X marked the spot. Son of a bitch. X was right in the damn middle of it.

      “Great.” I tucked my phone back into my pocket. I could head down the riverbank. There might be a cave or something beneath the falls. I had no doubt no man had ever gotten down those falls on purpose. He would have fallen to his death. But, I was no regular man. I scanned the tree line and listened hard. The rabbit a few yards back was the only creature who saw me.

      I summoned enough of my dragon to go airborne then floated down the falls. Sure enough, I found a cave behind the rushing water. Beautiful. Dark. Untouched. It was also another damn dead end. There was nothing there. No magic portal. No clues as to where I might find this mysterious mage who Avelina swore would help us. And if I did find him...what the hell was I going to say? She never said how he’d help.

      My mother could be so strange. Nearly a thousand years old, she’d lived most of those in solitude after my father’s murder by an Alpha tiger shifter. Hiding. Cloaking herself from other shifters and mages who might do her harm like they’d done the rest of our kind. Protecting her five precious dragon eggs and waiting until she thought the time was right. Then, three hundred years ago, she breathed fire on those eggs and brought my brothers and me into the world.

      I had a fierce love for her. We all did. She sacrificed so much to keep us safe until we were old enough and strong enough to do it for her. But, her years of loneliness and loss had done things to her. She could be cryptic. I knew it was her way of trying to protect us even now. We all knew she couldn’t forever. Those of us who hadn’t mated...myself, Loch, Kian...we were slowly sinking into madness. My dragon got harder to control.

      I climbed back up to the riverbank and managed to stifle the urge to scream in frustration.

      The air shifted up ahead of me. A wind had kicked up then gone suddenly still. The hairs pricked along the back of my spine and my dragon rumbled under my skin.

      Someone was watching me. I don’t know for how long. I couldn’t sense where. Then something moved in the trees on the other side of the river. I crouched low, ready to shift at a moment’s notice. I felt fire gathering.

      Then, she came out.

      I was dumbstruck. She walked slowly out of the forest and stepped to the edge of the opposite bank. She was the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen. Long, flowing blonde hair, eyes that changed with the light. First dark, almost black, shifting to gold, then settling to an amber glow. She had full, pouty lips that she parted in the hint of a smile.

      I raised my hand above my head. Could this be Avelina’s contact? I felt the static crackle of her magic. She was undeniably powerful.

      Her clothes made no sense. She wore a long, white gown that shimmered in the sunlight. It was made of something see-through. The light caught it and I saw her dark, round nipples beneath it. Lust shot through me. A vision came, quick as lightning. She was under me, smiling up, her dress fell away and she parted those strong, supple thighs. I felt the heat coming off her as she raised a finger and beckoned me. She reached for me, stroking me. Oh, God. She felt so good.

      Then, a column of fire shot straight through my chest and forced the air from my lungs. It knocked me backward and I landed hard on my ass.

      The girl was gone.

      Son of a bitch! I tried to say it, but I couldn’t make the words come out. I couldn’t move. Tendrils of lightning wrapped around me, binding me to the ground.

      Magic. Witch’s magic. Impressive. I could almost appreciate the power she must have summoned to catch me by surprise like that. My own magic surged, fueled by fire. The ground rumbled beneath me as I gathered strength.

      “It wasn’t so hard,” she said. She was everywhere and nowhere. Her voice was smooth, deep, and it dripped down my spine like honey. “You might be strong, but you still think with your dick.”

      She was right in front of me again. I summoned my fire, but my arms and legs were frozen. Holy hell, she was powerful! She was also stark naked as she strode toward me. She smiled, tilted her head to the side, and parted those luscious lips. She was right about one thing: she had me huge and hard; my eyes went right to her perfect, round breasts. They swayed a little as she came toward me.

      She appeared as if through a kaleidoscope. A changeling. She was young, nubile with those strong legs and toned arms. Her blonde hair swirled around her. In a flash, she was someone else. I felt her connection to the source of her power. Elemental fire, hotter than the earth’s core. It burned through her, making her skin glow. Her hair turned white for an instant, then back to its shimmering gold. She may have been young, but her power was ancient.

      She brought her hand up, cupping it under her chin as she pursed her lips together, about to blow me a kiss. A moan escaped from me. She had me strung like a bow. I wanted. Needed. Craved. Fire on fire. Like the birth of a star.

      Then, she let loose the second column of fire that hit me right in the heart and made the sun explode into blackness.
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        Gemma

      

      

      “Holy crap! You’re real!” My fingers still trembled from the surge of fire and lightning that had gone through them. No. It was still going through them. I tried to draw a cleansing breath, but all I felt was heat. More fire. More power.

      “Stop!” I yelled. I took a step back. The stream was just behind me. I went to it, stumbling over rocks and moss. The water didn’t cool me though. Instead, my heat made it sizzle. Little bubbles and steam swirled around my ankles.

      He wasn’t supposed to be here. This wasn’t supposed to happen. No one came out here anymore. Everyone knew these were coven lands. The last bear shifter who tried ended up in a coma. But, that was decades ago. Before I was even born. The hikers heeded the no trespassing signs and the Mount Shasta park rangers did a pretty good job of keeping the borderlands clear.

      So, who the hell was he?

      He was tall and broad like a tiger shifter I’d met when I was twelve years old. He had sun-bleached blond hair and killer ripples over his chest. And his thighs. And his ass. And that strong, square jaw with honey-colored stubble framing it. Blue eyes, shimmering like ice. I swear, I felt fire in him too. My fire. So, he wasn’t real. I’d cast a dream spirit. It was just a game. It wasn’t the first time. Ever since I hit puberty, I’d seen visions like him walking the hidden trails by the waterfall.

      Except this time, my fire knocked him flat. And my dream spirits didn’t look at me like that. He was pissed.

      “It might help if you put your hands down,” he said. No. He gasped it. My fire had driven the air from his lungs. I looked down. He was right. I stood in a ready stance, my arms straight out, my palms facing him.

      “Oh, crap! I’m so sorry!” I put my arms to my side and hiked up my dress as I splashed through the water toward him. He was moving. Thank God. Clutching his washboard abs, he rolled to his side and sat up.

      I stepped out of the stream and went to him. “Are you okay? I’m so, so sorry.”

      He coughed, turning his head to the side. A puff of smoke came out of his mouth as if he’d just drawn a drag from a cigarette. God. I could have killed him. Why didn’t I kill him?

      I reached for him, intending to help him to his feet. He put a hand up, to stop me. “I’m fine,” he said. I touched him anyway, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      My fire ricocheted through me, making me see white spots. My breath went out of me. Heat. Light. Desire. Magic. He was so strong. So warm. The vision swirled in my head. He was on me. Kissing me. Running his hands down my body. I arched my back, spread for him. Oh, God. It was as if a cord wrapped from me to him, pulling me from my very core, pulsing with need. He was here. He was in me. He was everywhere. I swirled inside a column of flame. No up. No down. I was inside out. One great eye opened. It was serpentine, a glittering orb of gold, blue, green, and black.

      I fell backward, gasping for breath. Sparks skittered across the ground, gathering into a tiny explosion that bounced off the bottom of the nearest tree.

      “What the hell are you?” he asked. He collected himself faster than I did. He rose tall and strong. My eyes went up and up. Oh, man, he was gorgeous. Like some kind of Nordic God with that white-blond hair, golden skin, sculpted muscles everywhere. He wore a pair of faded blue jeans and a black t-shirt that hugged him.

      What the hell was I? Oh, shit. I was screwing everything up. If the council knew where I’d gone, what I’d done. Whoever he was, this guy had seen way too much. Dammit it all to hell. How had I let myself get so careless? It’s just...up until five minutes ago, I thought I was in control. For the first time in more months than I wanted to admit, I thought I owned my magic again.

      That’s why I came out here all alone. I’d been doing it more and more, sneaking away from my apartment above the gift shop. I took the densest trails at the base of the mountain. I went deep into the forest where I knew no one could ever find me. No one ever came here. This was no man’s land. Some of the older members of the Council of Five said the place was haunted. Cursed. Centuries ago, witches and shifters had done battle here. Legend had it, their ghosts still lived in the trees.

      But, I didn’t believe in ancient rumors. Part of me hoped there was truth to them, anyway. That I could somehow tap into that old magic and use it to control my own again. It seemed like a good theory at least. Except, now I’d nearly turned this stranger to ash.

      “Hey!” His voice reached me through a fog of smoke. I don’t know if I lost consciousness. I don’t think so. Was it astral projection? I’d managed that a few times when I was younger, but not since...not since my powers started going haywire on my twentieth birthday. That was three weeks shy of a year ago.

      His face appeared in front of mine. A deep line furrowed his brow. His gaze was intense, his eyes marked with blue fire. Was he a mage too? Usually I was good at sensing someone else’s magic. God. I’d been so good at so many things until eleven months ago. Now? Now, I was a jumble of nerves and sputtering fire that nearly burned the shop down last month.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I came back into myself and forced a smile. I was sitting on the ground, my legs out in front of me in a wide vee. My dress was torn on one side and it hung low, exposing my shoulder and most of my left breast. I gathered it around me. I couldn’t even summon a tiny flame to melt the seam back together.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “Are you okay?”

      He smiled and it melted me. Straight white teeth. A deep cleft in his chin. He couldn’t be real. He was too damn good looking.

      “You pack a punch,” he said. He offered me his hand to help me to my feet. I almost took it, but drew back. No. Whatever the hell was going on with me, touching this guy might short-circuit my magic all over again. I stood.

      “You really shouldn’t be out here,” I said. “These are…” I stopped myself. What was I about to say? These are coven lands? They were, of course. I’d already nearly blown my cover by zapping the guy with a bolt of flame. I could at least keep my mouth shut about where he really was.

      “It’s just dangerous out here,” I said, trying to force a smile. “But...what are you doing out here? Are you lost?”

      It was an innocent question. The moment I uttered it, I knew it couldn’t be true. This guy exuded raw power. He stood with a straight spine, shoulders back, surveying the woods around us in a sort of alpha male threat assessment. Except, I knew I’d posed a bigger threat to him than anything that could have burst through that tree line.

      “Not lost,” he said. “But looking for…”

      His voice trailed off. For the first time, I realized he might be trying to hide something too.

      “Looking for what? Or who?” I asked.

      He shook his head, brushing off the question. “It’s nothing. You’re right. I must have gotten turned around back there.”

      “Were you camping? The public grounds are about twenty miles to the west.” The minute I said it, I knew it couldn’t be true. The guy didn’t look like a camper. Those looked like motorcycle boots on his feet, not hiking gear. And he had nothing with him. No backpack. I just saw the outlines of maybe a cell phone in his back pocket. How in the hell had he managed to find his way back here?

      He looked clean. No scratches on his arms from pushing through the thick brush. No dirt embedded in the treads of his shoes. I’d seen those when I knocked him on his ass. And he’d barely broken a sweat. If I didn’t know better, he looked like he’d just been dropped down in the middle of the forest. I realized he was looking me up and down in much the same way.

      I had to seem even more incredible to him. I was barefoot, wearing a thin, cotton dress with nothing underneath it. Most of the time, I came out here naked. It saved on my clothing bill because lately I kept catching my stuff on fire.

      “I’m on my way to Durness,” he said. I nodded, as if that made perfect sense.

      “Ah,” I said. “Well, you’re not that far. Durness is five miles to the east.” I pointed toward the clearing. “If you keep walking that way, you’ll come out just near the town square. There’s not much there. Just one street light. One hotel. One gas station. Two diners. Do you mind if I ask what business you have there?”

      He smiled, his eyes twinkling. “Just passing through,” he answered. “Are you sure you’re okay? You kind of … went…there for a minute.”

      I put my arms around me. “I’m fine. You just startled me. That’s all. I come out here to get some peace and quiet. I like to meditate. I didn’t expect to run into anyone.”

      He nodded, seeming to accept my answer. It was weird. It seemed we were both pretending that I hadn’t just shot lightning into his chest. What was stranger, he got up. How the hell had he gotten up? I’d let off enough power to kill even a shifter. I knew it. But, he was no shifter. I could usually sense their animals shimmering just below the surface. And he didn’t have that earthy scent of a bear or a wolf.

      He was something though. I just couldn’t figure out what. His eyes glinted gold as he looked at me. No, he looked through me. He was still trying to figure out what I was. I had enough control over my magic to throw off a barrier. Any other mage would recognize that as a warning. Stay back. Hands off.

      He had magic in him; I just couldn’t place my finger on what kind. For now, I guess we’d just both pretend we were two people who just happened to run into each other in the middle of nowhere. Casual. Normal. Nothing to see here.

      “Well, as long as you’re sure you’re okay,” he said. “I’ll just keep on walking. Do you know your way out of here?”

      I straightened my back. “Of course. I don’t mean to be rude Mr. er...I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      His face split into a mischievous grin. He wasn’t going to tell me. “Right,” he said. “It seems I’m the one who’s lost. Well, I hope to see you around…”

      “Gemma,” I said. It just burst out of me. How the hell could he stay so cool when I was all swirling emotions and heat?

      “Gemma,” he repeated. The sound of my name on his lips sent a new shock of flame straight down my spine. It settled low, bubbling in my core. I wanted to hear him say it again.

      “Right,” I said. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      What the hell was I even talking about? But, before I could recover, the call hit me square in the chest.

      Gemma! You better get back to town. Now!

      It was the Five. The Coven. I’d been gone far longer than I planned. If even one of them figured out where I’d gone or what I’d nearly done, there would be hell to pay. I said nothing, but this guy seemed to sense a change in my mood.

      “See you around,” he said, shooting me a devastating wink. Then, he turned and disappeared into the thickest part of the forest.
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      “If there’s anything you need, I’m just next door.”

      Mary Harris hovered near the bedroom door. She moved with surprising agility for someone of her advanced human age. She had to be eighty if she was a day. She had a mass of gray curls that she held back in a girlish ponytail. Her face was kind, with the deep dimples and lines around her mouth of someone who’d spent a lifetime smiling more than frowning.

      “I’ll be fine, Mrs. Harris,” I said for the tenth time. “Everything is perfect. You’ve done amazing work with the house.” The instant I said it, I wished I hadn’t. In the thirty minutes since I’d known her, I’d learned the woman could go off on a dizzying tangent. She didn’t disappoint. She gave me five minutes on all the things she and her late husband had done to restore the house to its Victorian-era charm.

      I smiled and nodded in the appropriate places. I didn’t want to be rude. She was a marvel of a woman and I liked her. But, more than anything I wanted time and space to myself just now. My skin still sizzled from my encounter with Gemma last night. Whatever spell she’d cast still warmed my blood and called to my fire. It meant something. And I’d blundered my way through the whole thing. I was supposed to blend in here. Not draw too much attention to myself until I knew the players. God. I was no good at this. This should be Loch.

      Miss me already?

      No sooner had I thought of him before my brother’s distant voice filled my head. He was on his way here.

      “Amazing,” I said, putting a light hand on Mrs. Harris’s back, guiding her back into the hall. She kept chattering away, describing every detail of the work they did on the foundation to keep the house from falling in on itself.

      “Oh, my Bernard was something to see in his day,” she said. “Wasn’t anything he couldn’t fix with his bare hands. Gave one heck of a back massage too.” Her cheeks reddened as she said it. She paused for a moment. We’d reached the stairs.

      “Well, like I said,” she told me. “You should be all set. I live on the ground floor of the house across the street. My grandson and his wife live in the upper. B.J.’s not as handy as his grandpa was, but he tries. I’ll have him over in a jiffy if you find something that needs fixing.”

      “Will do,” I said. She made her way down the stairs and stood in the foyer. I heard the distant flap of my brother’s wings. He circled far above, cloaked from any prying eyes below.

      Two minutes. I answered back. There’s an airing deck off the back of the house. Land there. Gently. Look for the one with the slate roof and the spire. It’s gray with white trim.

      “Alrighty then,” Mrs. Harris said. “Welcome to Durness, Mr. Brandhart. You sure you don’t want meals? They come with the rental price.”

      “I’m sure,” I said. “I’d rather cook for myself. I keep odd hours, I’m afraid. It’s why I wanted to rent the whole house.”

      Her face lightened up and I assumed it was the reminder of the five thousand dollar check she’d cashed this morning. I paid for the entire month but hoped to be out of here in no more than a week.

      “You got it. Quiet. Seclusion. That’s what you’re after. Well, you couldn’t have picked a better town for that. Durness isn’t flashy. We do all right, I mean. Folks love the old rail station that never was. Couple of storefronts downtown are still in their original Gold Rush condition. Kids get a kick out of it. Zeke Dwyer does this routine outside the General Store. Old-timey prospector. I don’t know how accurate it is, but it draws the crowds.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll be sure to check it out.”

      Loch was itching to land. Mrs. Harris opened the front door and felt a blast of heat she wasn’t expecting.

      “Oh, lord,” she said. “The wind’s changed. Hope we’re not in for another wildfire. Last year was tragic.”

      She kept right on talking as she walked down the porch steps and waddled across the street. Nothing in Durness was paved. They kept the town as close to its heyday during the California Gold Rush as possible. It wasn’t so much a main street running through town as it was a thoroughfare.

      The rafters shook as my brother touched down on the roof. I gave one last wave to Mrs. Harris. She shielded her eyes from the sun as she looked upward. Loch needed to be more careful. He should have waited another minute. But, the old woman couldn’t see the fearsome, gold and blue dragon who had just landed on the top of her house. Loch’s cloaking spell held. Still, too many takeoffs and landings in town were a risk. I wondered what was so urgent he insisted on chancing it.

      I closed the front door, locking it behind me. I heard Loch’s footfall on the hardwood floor as he came in through the attic window. I headed up the stairs. No reason to risk Mrs. Harris’s curious eyes if she decided to peer into the bay window at the front of the house.

      I met Loch at the top of the stairs. He was breathless, his dark hair windblown and sticking up in places. His magic poured off of him and knocked me in the chest. He didn’t let his dragon out very often anymore. The thrill of it crackled around him and stirred my own inner beast. I was itching to spread my own wings.

      “Not much room to land up there,” he said.

      “Did you bother looking around? This town is barely bigger than a postage stamp. Not exactly any high rises to rent.”

      Loch brushed past me, checking out the rest of the house. He had a keen eye for architecture and ran his fingers down the solid oak banister. “Did you buy it?” he asked.

      “Rented. For a month. Hoping I won’t need that long.”

      He went to the kitchen. The Harrises had brought in a massive cherry wood table that was really too big for the space. But, she usually had four of the bedrooms rented at any one time. Loch sat down and hooked his hands behind his head. He had a shit-eating grin on his face that riled me.

      “Make any headway with the locals?” he asked. “Avelina expects a report.”

      “I just got here,” I said. “The lady who owns the place literally just gave me the keys. It’s not time for me to start asking a bunch of questions that’ll draw undue attention.”

      “See?” Loch said. “You are getting the hang of this.”

      I took a seat opposite him. “I hate this. This isn’t my thing, and you know it. I still don’t get why our mother sent me here instead of you.”

      “Relax,” he said. “You can handle closing one business deal. It’ll be like falling off a log. All the hard stuff is done. You just have to put a face on the family and sign the paperwork. Not even you can screw that up. Just keep your dragon in check and you’ll be fine.”

      He must have seen something in my face. Loch’s fell. He leaned far forward in his chair. “Shit. You haven’t blown your cover already, have you?”

      I opened my mouth to deny it. Fire swirled inside of me. My protective instincts went into overdrive. I should tell Loch about meeting Gemma in the woods last night. But, something made me stop.

      “No,” I said. “I haven’t even shifted since I got here.”

      “Man,” Loch said, relaxing his posture. “That land is something else though. I did a flyover on the way here. Pristine pines. It looks completely untouched. I wouldn’t mind doing a little surveying myself.”

      “No!” I said, my voice coming out darker than I wanted it. “No. We can’t forget why we’re really here. These are still coven lands. It’s one thing for me to start snooping around. If the two of us get careless, it increases the odds of getting detected exponentially.”

      Loch raised a skeptical brow, but didn’t argue. “I suppose you’re right. But, don’t tell me you don’t feel it.”

      “Feel what?” I asked, feeling like I was lying to him. I wasn’t. Not really.

      “Oh, there’s fire magic in the air. It’s different though. I can’t really put my finger on why.”

      My dragon thundered inside of me. A vision flashed in my mind. What if Loch had made good on his plan to survey the wilderness beyond town? What if he’d been the one to run into Gemma last night? I clenched my fists so hard I drew blood. Loch knew something was wrong.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “The whole place feels different. The sooner I finish our business here, the better.”

      “Maybe,” Loch said.

      “What are you really doing here, anyway?” I asked.

      “I could give you some story,” Loch said. “But this is you and me, Finn. Avelina was just worried. She wanted to come herself, but Grace needs her. She had the baby. A little girl. She’s beautiful. Healthy. Both mother and daughter. Her name is Amelia, after Grace’s mom.”

      My heart swelled with both pride and a tinge of jealousy. Gideon had a mate. He had a child. His sickness was cured.

      “She sent you to check up on me,” I said. “Avelina’s worried I’m getting worse.”

      “Something like that,” Loch answered. “It’s really Kian it’s to do with. He’s moody as hell. He’s had some new...trouble...lately.”

      I felt a little sick to my stomach. Our brother Kian was suffering the worst from lack of a mate. He’d hidden much of it from our mother, but Loch and I knew differently. Someday very soon, Kian wouldn’t be able to control his dragon at all.

      “Well then, the sooner I get to work here, the better.”

      “Have you made any contact with the coven?” Loch asked.

      Again, I felt that protective wall go up. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Not yet.” It was a truthful answer. Whatever or whoever Gemma was, she couldn’t be a representative of the coven. She was far too young. Still, echoes of her power thrummed through me. She was strong with it. Even now, I felt a pull that threatened to wake my dragon. I went rigid, focusing on my breathing. I couldn’t let Loch see that anything was wrong.

      “Well, it’s early,” Loch said, rising. “Just, don’t wait too long. No matter what Avelina wants, it’s not good for you to be off by yourself.”

      “Understood,” I said. “Now, you better get going. The landlady sensed something when you landed just now. I appreciate you checking up on me. But, I can handle things here. Much as I hate this kind of crap.”

      Loch put an arm around me. “We’ll make a proper businessman out of you yet, brother.”

      “It’s enough I have to put on a damn suit,” I said, growling. Loch laughed. He more than anyone knew how much I hated this stuff. I’d much rather take flight and use my fists and fire for the good of the family. Boardrooms and business deals were more Loch and Gideon’s strength, even Xander’s. But, for whatever reason, my mother wanted me here. So, here I was.

      Loch said his goodbyes and headed back up to the roof. I went out on the front porch, not wanting to be too close to him when he shifted. As it was, I had to grip the railing to contain my dragon as I watched my brother take flight.

      He was showing off, gliding into a looping arc high above the rooftops of Durness. On a clear, crisp day, there were plenty of people out walking. Not a single one looked up as my brother’s dragon flew above them. His magic was strong.

      I felt a second pull. It hit me in the chest. Turning to my right, my gaze went to a small shop at the end of the street opposite my temporary home. The front door opened and I could hear the faint tinkling of a bell above the door.

      Then, Gemma stepped out. Her blonde hair whipped around her, as my brother’s massive wings kicked up the wind. Warning bells clanged in my heart. I was far out of her line of sight. Surely, she couldn’t see my brother. Maybe he sensed something too. He banked hard right and picked up speed, becoming nothing more than a dot on the horizon.

      There was...something though. Gemma cocked her head to the side and took a deep breath. I ducked slowly back into the house. Every instinct in me told me she would have seen me if I’d stayed on that porch a second longer. And though she hadn’t pierced a hole in my brother’s cloaking magic, I knew in my heart she sensed him. She just didn’t understand it.

      It made her dangerous. And my heart was just starting to figure out why.
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      “I don’t know what this town’s coming to,” Delia said. Actually, she said that every morning as she fiddled with the spinning display toward the front of the store. It was filled with postcards. Scenes of Mount Shasta. The downtown area. Historical photos from Durness, California’s momentary brush with fame nearly two centuries ago.

      “People don’t buy postcards anymore, Delia,” I said. Delia Bradbury was pushing ninety. She was tall, frail, but with a temper on her that still made men three times her size quake in their boots. “If they want to show friends and family where they are, they take pictures with their phones and post them online.”

      “You can’t tell me there isn’t dark magic at work there,” she said, lowering her voice. I had no idea why; the gift shop was completely empty but for the two of us.

      “You might be right,” I answered. “Sure does manage to bring out the worst in some people.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that the internet had also been the sole reason I was able to keep this business afloat. Seventy percent of our sales were from the online store now. I sold Delia’s homemade candles and knitted blankets as well as a healthy amount of New Age charms. Durness still had a reputation. The legend and mystique of the coven drove the local economy. Plus, a while back we got a huge boost as one of northern California’s best-kept secrets on the Gold Rush trail. Yet another reason why Delia Bradbury might not want to curse the internet anytime soon.

      She put her feather dust mop away and took her perch on the high-backed chair behind the main counter. From there, she could people watch all day long and drink her tea. Every once in a while, I’d catch her casting minor spells as she knit her latest masterpiece. As long as she didn’t do it when we had customers in the store, it was harmless. It kept her skills sharp. Fifty years ago, Delia Bradbury had been the head of the coven’s Council of Five. Now, she was the town gossip and my responsibility.

      The bell clanged above the door. I felt a surge of magic in the air and nearly dropped the porcelain figurine I’d been holding. I’d just been thinking of the Five. I hadn’t expected four of them to march in.

      Benny Bishop stormed through the shop, his eyes scanning for me. Delia looked up from her knitting, arching one gray, bushy eyebrow. Benny was next in line to lead the Five as second oldest. That honor went to Miles Marvin. He followed close behind, white hair flying. Timothy Jakes held the door open for the next member, Paula Landry. She was the self-appointed coven matriarch. She closed the door behind her, locked it, and put up the closed sign. Oh. So it was going to be that kind of meeting.

      Benny’s eyes scanned the store and settled on me. He lifted two fingers and made a sharp, quick gesture toward the back. I glanced at Delia. She gave me a silent nod. Better not to make a fuss. I put down the inventory I’d been counting and followed the four of them into the storeroom. I kept a long folding table back there and some chairs. Each member of the council found seats. Benny, Miles, Timothy, and Paula. That just left me, rounding out the Five as the youngest member in the coven’s two thousand year history. Right now, it felt like an unlucky honor.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Miles shot a fierce glance at Benny. The two of them were like oil and water. Miles was a hothead. Benny never lost his cool. Their constant bickering sometimes made council meetings unbearable.

      “Don’t blame me,” Miles said. “I can’t be everywhere all the time.”

      “You work for the county, Miles,” Benny said. “It’s your job to catch this stuff before it happens. It’s the entire reason we put you there.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked again. Paula gave me an eyeroll that told me these two had been at it like this for a while.

      “The end times,” Timothy said. At sixty years old, Timothy looked every bit the doddering history teacher he was, right down to the tan corduroy jacket with elbow patches. He taught at the high school.

      “Well, as long as we’re not being overly dramatic,” I said.

      “I don’t know,” Paula said. “For once, I might agree with him.”

      My heart lurched. Paula was the least prone to hysterics on the council. She usually mediated disputes among the members and within the coven itself. She was a wind mage, mostly cool and serene.

      Miles reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a thick packet of folded paper. He threw them on the table, daring me to read them. I picked them up. It was a purchase contract. My eyes glazed over at the legalese.

      “What is this?” I finally asked.

      “We’ve been betrayed,” Benny said. “The county hung us out to dry.”

      “Again, what is this?” I asked, squinting at the small print. It was a land sale; I could make that much out.

      “One thousand acres in the heart of Durness Forest,” Paula explained. My heart tripped as all this started to make sense.

      “It’s been sold?” I asked, flipping through the papers. It didn’t help clarify anything. The purchaser was listed as a corporation, Firebrand Limited Partnership.

      “It’s been sold,” Paula answered, keeping her voice calm. “One thousand acres, straight through the middle of the forest. Including the waterfall and where the stream forks.”

      This was bad. Catastrophic. Those lands had been used by the Circean covens for centuries. Millenia. The magic was thick there. It was one of the last pristine, natural tracts of land in the state. Except, we didn’t own it. The county owned part of it. The state owned part of it. A few loyal coven members owned other parts. Now, it looked like they’d all sold out.

      “They can’t sell it,” I said. “Don’t we have right of first refusal or something?”

      “Money talks,” Miles said. “Some developer made them an offer we could never match and they couldn’t refuse. It’s right in front of you.”

      I looked at the contract again and my mouth dropped open. There were more zeroes next to the purchase price than I could process. Miles was right. Whatever legal rights we had, the bank accounts of the people in this room could never compete. I dropped the papers on the table as if they’d caught fire. The urge to cast that exact spell poured through me. I folded my hands in my lap to control it. Mercifully, this time, I did.

      “So now what?” I asked. “We just sit back and let this happen? Who are these people? What are their intentions?”

      “We don’t know,” Paula said. “This was a blindside. We may have legal grounds to challenge this, but it’s thin. I don’t know anything about this buyer. I talked to the county clerk. She said we shouldn’t worry, but I don’t trust that. I want a meeting. I want to look these people in the eye so I can understand their intentions myself.”

      I swallowed hard, hoping she didn’t mean what I thought she meant. Mind reading was a dark art. It was a line we never crossed. Still, I understood the emotion behind it. I’d thought Timothy was being melodramatic when he opened this meeting saying we’d reached the end times. If someone was about to bulldoze coven lands to put up a strip mall or something, he might very likely be right.

      “It’s not completely hopeless,” Timothy said. “At least, not yet. They don’t close on this deal until the end of the week. Paula’s contact said the buyers seemed interested in maintaining the town’s goodwill. I don’t know what that means, but it’s something.”

      “And just how are they going to do that?” I asked.

      “I’ve already asked for a meeting with the county leadership. Apparently, the representatives of this Firebrand Company had already suggested it. They’re amenable.”

      “We talk to a lawyer,” I said. “See what Jonas says. If the county was supposed to notify us before a sale went through, they didn’t. It could buy us some time at least. When is this meeting?”

      Paula and Miles exchanged a look. “Tonight,” they said in unison.

      I did a double take. “Tonight? What the actual hell is going on? None of this makes any sense. You all have between thirty to fifty years on me in this town. But, even I know things aren’t supposed to move this fast.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Miles said. “The trouble is, we don’t have an official position with the town leadership. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, the coven doesn’t even exist.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re citizens of this town. We’re stakeholders. I’m not suggesting we do anything that violates our beliefs, but Paula’s right. Let’s at least meet with these people. If we stick together and form a united front, that ought to count for something.”

      It was settled. The Five would show up at this town meeting together tonight. My head spun at the prospect. We never did this. We never appeared in public together all in one place. It was an unspoken rule. Hell, except for the people at this table and a select few others, including Delia as the only other living past member, no one in the coven at large knew for sure who served as one of the Five at any one time. It was a risk, but one I felt sure we had to take.

      So, we were in rare, unanimous agreement. Benny and Miles showed themselves out the back of the store. Paula hung around and talked to Delia. Timothy went out the front door.

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. It made no sense. Why would the county sell coven lands out from under us like that? They knew how powerful we were. It felt like magic afoot. Dark magic. Sweat broke out along my spine as I tried to busy myself taking inventory again. I had to figure out a way to keep my fire in check at this meeting. If I slipped even a little, the rest of the Council might suspect how much trouble I’d been having. If they did, they might be forced to take action. God. The timing of all of this could not be worse.

      Somehow, I made it through the day. Delia steered clear of me, somehow sensing the turmoil I felt. She just seemed to know things when it came to me. As my godmother she was also the closest thing I had to family left.

      At six o’clock sharp, I closed down the store and grabbed my bag from a hook near the cash register.

      “You take it easy,” Delia said. She was still sitting in her chair knitting. She hadn’t left it once all day. “And don’t lose your temper.”

      I turned to her. “I...I won’t. Thanks. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      With that, I started the four block walk to the tiny little government center in downtown Durness. It was just a two-room building. One contained a small office where the clerk sat. The other room was a conference room they rented out for all sorts of occasions.

      The others were already there when I arrived. Benny and Miles took seats next to each other at the conference table. Timothy sat a little further down and Paula paced, waiting for me to show up. She smiled when I did. Two members of the county government showed up for their side. There was Marlene, the county clerk, and Bob Stiles, one of the trustees. They shot nervous glances at each other as they watched me take my seat.

      “Thanks for coming on such short notice,” Marlene said.

      “Seems to me lack of notice is the entire problem here,” I said. This was wrong. All wrong. The air grew thick and hot. Oh, yes, there was some type of magic at play. I felt beads of sweat on my upper lip. My vision wavered. This was bad. Very bad.

      “I think as soon as you hear from the interested party, you’ll see we’ve acted in everyone’s best interests,” Bob said. “The buyer’s representative must be running a little late.”

      “Of course he is,” I muttered. Making us wait was a pure power move and it didn’t bode well. The trouble was, I was having a hell of a time putting a lid on my own power. I saw fire and sparks behind my eyes. The pull was strong.

      “Gemma,” Paula said, leaning over to peer in my face. “Are you okay? You don’t look well.”

      It was happening again. Just like in the forest the other night. Energy crackled through my bones. God. I wanted to blast fire through the wall. In another second, I knew I might. I had to get the hell out of here, and fast.

      “Ah,” Marlene said. “Mr. Brandhart. Thanks so much for taking this meeting. I’m sure you can answer all the questions these people have. Mr. Bishop, Mr. Jakes, Mr. Marvin, Mrs. Landry, Ms. Hayes. Allow me to introduce you to Firebrand L.P.’s representative. This is Finn Brandhart.”

      Finn Brandhart stepped into the room and my heart splintered. Those piercing blue eyes. That white-blond hair and chiseled physique. His hands. His lips. His strong arms circling me. Desire. Want. Need.

      He was the man I met in the forest the other night. The man I’d nearly killed with out-of-control fire. It swirled within me now, straining to break free.

      Finn Brandhart turned to face me. His eyes glinted blue fire as he smiled and reached for my hand.
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      My vision clouded in a blue haze. My dragon was right there, ready to claw his way out. And yet, when Gemma took my offered hand to shake it, cold calm settled through me. I wanted her. I wanted to throw an arm around her and unfurl my wings. I would crash through the ceiling and take to the sky with her. Any other time, I would have. But, something about this woman managed to stoke my fire but settle my dragon all at the same time.

      Oh, she had a powerful magic, all right.

      I could feel hers swirling behind her eyes, almost shifter-like. Except, she wasn’t. She wasn’t purely human either. I stood face to face with a witch who didn’t seem able to control the fire surging through her. Her lips parted. Her little tongue darted out as she licked them. God help me. I would kiss her. A tremor ran through me, but somehow, I managed a smile and she let go of my hand.

      “Why the rush? Why the secrecy?” An older gentleman stood to Gemma’s left. He had tufts of white hair and a deep scowl. Gemma seemed part of this group, but also...other. There was the one who’d just spoken. He quickly introduced himself as Miles Marvin. I then met Timothy Jakes, Bernard Bishop, Paula Landry, then there was Gemma herself.

      “Gemma Hayes,” she said quietly. Whatever else was going on, she didn’t want the others to know we’d already met.

      “Mr. Brandhart,” councilman Stiles said, “These folks represent the...uh...the business sector of Durness. Perhaps we could cut right to the chase. I think it would help if you could lay out your intentions like you did for us. So there are no misunderstandings and we can nip any rumors in the bud right away. Durness is a small town and misinformation can spread like wildfire. I’d like to avoid that.”

      “Of course,” I said. Holy hell, Avelina’s plan was working better than even she could have predicted. Gideon had made a backdoor deal with the county to purchase a huge tract of land straight through the wilderness outside of town. My mother knew it was coven lands. She wanted to flush them out and bring them to the table. And here they were. I could sense magic coming off each and every one of them.

      Gemma’s was strongest, but she lacked control. One by one, I could sense the source for each. Miles Marvin ran hot, like Gemma, but not nearly as intense. He was a fire mage for sure. Benny Bishop had a cool air about him, a water mage. Timothy had a darkness to his eyes as if he could see things on a deeper level than the other. Earth magic, perhaps. The other woman, Paula. She looked about twice Gemma’s age but younger than the men. I couldn’t quite put my finger on her power. Probably wind though. If I was in the presence of the Five, it would make sense. But, Gemma couldn’t be one of them. She was far too young. Unless my mother was wrong about what she knew about Circean covens.

      “I’m not here to put up a high rise, or change the character of the town,” I said. “I hope we can work together to come up with a workable plan. That’s what my family wants as well.”

      “Your family,” Paula said. “Brandhart. I’ve read about you. You’ve got all the money in the world. So what could you possibly want with this little strip of land in the middle of nowhere?”

      I smiled. “And I’ll make you a promise right now. You’ll all have a seat at the table as we finalize plans for the property.”

      “What does that mean?” Gemma asked, her eyes swirling with fury. Instinct told me it had less to do with the land proposal than it did with me being here. I wanted to get her alone. It mattered that she understood me. At the same time, this wasn’t the plan. We wanted the coven unsettled. Angry. The land was merely a bargaining chip to get them to help us source the dragonstone I’d brought. Now that I was here, I hated the plan. At the same time, I knew my mother was right. They had no reason to help us, and witches and shifters don’t mix. Usually.

      “It means that your input is important to us. And we have mutual interests. We want to enhance your community, not diminish it.”

      “Our community is doing just fine,” Miles said. He rose from the table and stormed out.

      Bernard Bishop got up next. “I’ve heard what I need to hear,” he said and followed his friend.

      “I’ve barely said anything,” I said.

      “I think that’s the point.” Paula Landry looked at me with cool eyes. She gave an almost imperceptible nod to Jakes and then Gemma.

      Bob and Marlene looked thunderstruck. For my part, this meeting had gone exactly as I’d hoped, except for Gemma. But, when Paula pulled at her sleeve, Gemma turned and left with her and Timothy Jakes.

      “I’m so sorry,” Marlene said. “I think if we just give them some time…”

      I put a hand up. “It’s all right. My family expected some resistance to change. I think in time, they’ll come to see we’re not the boogeymen they think. I appreciate your calling this meeting. We still close in a few days.”

      “Right,” Bob said. He reached for me, shaking my hand. “There are just a lot of old-fashioned folk in this town. Progress is a good thing. They’ll see. And when the tax revenue…”

      He droned on. I said polite things, then made my excuses. I couldn’t bear to be surrounded by four walls and a roof for much longer. This was so far away from anything I liked to do. Board meetings. Business deals. I left all that to my brothers. Again, I asked myself: why in God’s name had our mother sent me here for this?

      “Thank you,” I said, though I wasn’t even sure Stiles had said anything I should be grateful for. “I really need to get going though. I’m due on a conference call.” A lie. But, it sounded like something Gideon would say.

      “Of course!” Bob Stiles shook my hand again. He practically salivated at the idea of our closing on this land deal. He had an election campaign coming up. Durness was just one tiny part of the county. I knew he didn’t really give two shits what Miles Marvin and the rest of the witches thought about my intentions. It was one other point my mother had been right about.

      I got the hell out of that conference room as fast as I could. It was nearly dusk. A bright orange sky blazed. With the mountain in the distance, the horizon reminded me a bit of Knoydart, our ancestral home in Scotland. Our lair was a hidden volcano, cloaked by magic from the rest of the world.

      Mount Shasta was a volcano too. Maybe that’s what reminded me. But, the place held echoes of a similar magic. Maybe one of the other dragon houses had called this place home eons ago. If my mother knew, she wasn’t telling. She held some secrets even from us.

      Could I risk a shift? My dragon burned fierce. The better question was whether I could risk not shifting. As soon as I’d made my mind up, I hurried toward the edge of town. Just one flight up the coast and back. It was all I needed. Then maybe I could clear my head and focus on what I was doing here.

      I made it as far as the marked trails on the north side of town. The air sizzled and my breath caught. I wasn’t alone.

      “You lied to me!”

      Gemma seemed to come out of nowhere. She blocked my path, arms crossed, her eyes blazing white heat. I took in every detail of her. Her blonde hair whipped around her face, though the wind was still. She dressed simply, in faded jeans with frayed holes at the knees. Her black t-shirt had gold, glittery lettering that read “Durness Gifts.” She was barefoot again with neatly painted red toenails.

      “I what?” I asked.

      “You lied to me. You weren’t just out for some hike the other day. What the hell was that in there? What are you trying to do?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. She was so damn sexy like this, all fire and fury. It was dangerous though. She seemed unaware of the crackling energy around her. Around me.

      “I didn’t lie to you. I don’t remember even getting the chance to tell you who I was.”

      “Would you have?” she asked.

      “What difference does that make?

      She made a move, grabbing me by the arm. She pulled me, leading me off the trail and into the dense part of the woods. She was worried about being seen. I went with her, curious as hell about what she’d planned. A deep, dark thrum of electricity went through me at her touch. Then, Gemma whirled around to face me.

      “It makes all the difference. You’re up to something. I know it. I can feel it.”

      I took a step toward her, testing the boundaries of her power. She was a whirlwind of energy. But, it was unfocused. Sparks crackled from her fingertips. She crossed her arms in front of her again. I took a chance, putting a light hand on her upper arm. She was sinfully hot and the energy within her gathered strength. Her mouth dropped open. It seemed even she was startled by what was happening inside of her.

      “What are you?” she asked. She’d been asking me that since she first saw me. God, I wanted to tell her. Primal instinct surged within me. Couldn’t she feel it already? She knew her nature called to mine. But, I could never forget what she was. I could never let my guard down.

      “I’m what I said I was,” I answered. “Back there. I told you we have mutual interests. You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she said, lifting her chin in defiance. “You have no idea what I’m capable of. It’s you who should be afraid of me.”

      “Oh, I think I have some clue,” I said, smiling. “It pours off of you. You’re filled with fire. You need to be careful with it, though. I think you’re not as strong as you like to pretend.”

      She pushed me back, letting a bit of her flame shoot from her fingertips. It stung at first, then a scintillating warmth spread through me. Oh, God. I craved more. I craved her. I was wrong. She was far stronger than I first thought. I wanted to explore it. I wanted to coax her magic out of her and join it with mine. Fire on fire.

      Something was wrong. Gemma’s eyes went black for an instant. She doubled over as if she’d lost her breath.

      “No,” she whispered. “Not again. You shouldn’t be here. You should run.”

      Her magic was out of control. I felt the scales spring up along my spine. Her energy summoned my dragon. If I shifted here, right in front of her, I couldn’t be sure my cloaking spell would work. She was too close.

      I felt a pull. Her magic charged the air. It reached for me. Without thinking, I went to her. I put my hands on her upper arms and locked eyes with her. I let a little of my dragon out. Nothing she could see. My fingers turned to talons. If her own eyes were in focus, she would have seen the swirling fire in mine. She didn’t though. She threw her head back and let out a moan of pleasure that shot heat straight to my groin. Oh, God. I wanted. I craved.

      Behind my eyes, we were in a vortex of fire. Gemma careened out of control. I grabbed hold of her and brought her back. I don’t know how I did it. I was usually the one spinning. But somehow, my touch anchored her. Her eyes snapped open. They’d dimmed to their normal amber. Just a tiny spark of flame lit behind them.

      She got her breath back. She got her feet under her. Then, she stepped out of my embrace and the air went cold between us.

      “What...what was that?”

      “Gemma…”

      “No,” she gasped. “You did something. You can’t…”

      “Gemma,” I said. “You need help.” The moment the words came out, I realized how true they were. I should know. I’d spent the last few decades trying to keep my magic from spiraling out of control. It got worse each day. Until… until I met Gemma.

      “No,” she said. “I need to get the hell away from you.”

      She was so startled, she hadn’t even realized yet that my touch had brought her under control. I stepped back, afraid another touch from me would throw her off kilter again.

      Her breasts heaved. Her lips parted. I felt desire spooling off of her.

      “I...I can’t...I have to go.”

      Then, she whipped past me, her blonde hair trailing behind her as she bolted toward town.
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      My heart raced. I couldn’t keep my hands from trembling. Delia sat where she always did, in the big high-backed chair in the corner of the store, knitting. She kept one eye on me.

      “It’s not working, is it?” she finally said, setting her needles on the table beside her.

      I tried to busy myself straightening one of the shelves. “Well, I don’t know about the rest of them, but I know this land sale is a bad thing.”

      “Gemma,” Delia said. “That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it. You don’t look well. You’re sweating. Your face is pale. And don’t think I didn’t see you set fire to that receipt book a few minutes ago.”

      I found a smile for Delia and let out a slow breath. I had to get myself under control. I trusted Delia to keep my secrets, but even she would be duty-bound to tell the Five if she suspected something was seriously wrong with me.

      “He’s cute though, huh?” she said. The question took me aback. She had a little glint in her eye and I couldn’t help but laugh. Delia Bradbury was eighty-five, not dead.

      “He’s arrogant,” I said. Since the meeting yesterday, I’d done some homework. The Brandhart family was just what Paula said they were. Based mainly in Chicago, they were a family of real estate moguls and philanthropists. Five brothers, all just as good-looking as Finn. And nothing I’d seen online explained what the hell he was doing poking around coven lands in northern California.

      “They usually are,” Delia sighed. I was torn. Should I confide in her about what I suspected? Finn had magic of his own. He wasn’t a mage. He had no connection to the Source like we did. I would have been able to sense that. There was something, though. Something powerful and hot. Or, maybe it was just my own magic failing me. Making me feel things that weren’t really there. Whatever it was, it was getting damn dangerous.

      “We have to do something,” I said. “I just don’t know what.”

      “You’re right about that. Any idea what?”

      “I was hoping you’d have some idea, Delia.”

      She flapped her hand. “I’m done with that kind of stuff, honey. You know that. I’m retired.”

      Delia had been the longest-serving member of the Five before Paula was voted in. She’d been like a grandmother to me. Every member of the Five was like family to me in their own way. I’d lost my own when I was six years old. They’d all taken me in. I lived with the Landrys for the first few years, then Timothy Jakes and his wife, Nancy. I stayed with Miles for a time and then the Bishops. For the last four years, it had been Delia and me living above the shop. I’d used my parents’ life insurance money to buy it from her and ran it now myself.

      “Well, I still think your input would be welcome,” I said. “They’re closing on the land deal soon. If anything’s to be done, it needs to be now.”

      “Too many cooks in the kitchen,” she said. “You kids can figure this all out.”

      No sooner had she said it before the bell chimed on the door and Paula, Timothy, Miles, and Benny charged in. Paula’s son Jonas held the door open for them. He shot me a sheepish grin that didn’t settle my nerves one bit. His look said, “I’m sorry. I tried.”

      “Let’s go in the back,” Miles said. It was a command, not a question.

      Jonas got to me. He’d been like a big brother to me over the years. Exactly ten years older, he’d looked out for me when I started grade school, walking me to my first class. A lot of kids heard rumors about me after my parents died, and Jonas had been there to keep them from saying anything hurtful. They did anyway, later, but it helped to have someone on my side.

      “You coming too?” Jonas was also a paralegal working for a large firm in Sacramento. He’d been Paula’s first call when we got the news about the impending sale.

      “He’s coming,” Miles answered. Jonas looked miserable. His expression told me everything I needed to know.

      We filed into the back and sat around the table. “Well, tell them,” Benny said to Jonas.

      “I had one of the lawyers look over the contracts,” Jonas said. “The county may be in breach for not honoring your right of first refusal. But, it’s sketchy. You’re not incorporated. You’re not an official legal entity and the language is vague. They’re going to argue that there was ambiguity about how to actually effect notice. And, a right of first refusal doesn’t mean you can block a sale to a third party. Just that you’d have the right to make the first offer for the land. And the county was free to reject it. The Brandharts are putting up five million dollars for that property. Cash. Even if the county had dotted all their I’s, you can’t tell me you could match that kind of money.”

      “So there’s nothing,” Paula said. “You think we’d lose if we took them to court?”

      “I do,” Jonas said. “I mean, you could try getting an injunction to stall the sale until a judge could take a look at all this, but that costs money you don’t have. And you can be sure the Brandharts prepared for that. They’ve probably got their objections already written and their lawyers standing by.”

      “This is bullshit,” Miles yelled, slamming his fist against the table. “Utter bullshit. I cannot believe Bob Stiles sold us all out like this. This is what comes from having non-coven folk in positions of power around here. I told you we’d rue the day we let our guard down on that.”

      “It’s legal, Miles,” Benny said. “That’s what the boy is saying. If you want to be angry with someone, be angry with whoever set up these conditions in the first place. The coven should have bought up that land over the years.”

      “With what?” Miles threw up his hand. “It’s about money now. That was never how it was in the old days. There was honor. Tradition.”

      “Well,” Paula said. “We can’t just sit by and let this happen. We have to do something.”

      Jonas caught my eye. He looked just like his father. Tall, wiry, with an unruly mass of sandy-blond hair. Nick Landry had passed away a few years ago in a car accident.

      “You better go now, son,” Miles said.

      “I’m sorry...I…”

      Miles’s face hardened. Never mind me having trouble controlling my fire. Miles looked ready to explode. Jonas swallowed hard then excused himself from the room. Him being here for even this much was dangerous. No one in the coven was supposed to know who every member of the Five was. But, of course, it was the worst kept secret in town.

      “All right,” Benny said as soon as Jonas exited. “I think we know what we have to decide.”

      The room grew quiet. I gripped the edge of the table, feeling feverish. Just being in the same room with all of them was having a disastrous effect on my nerves. I needed to go out to the woods, and soon. The woods. The very land that Finn Brandhart was trying to take away from us.

      “I don’t trust this guy,” Paula said. “Not for a minute. We’ve been screwed over, and I have to believe there’s dark magic involved.”

      “You don’t know that,” Timothy said. “Not for sure. Did anyone manage to get a read on this Finn Brandhart fellow? Sense any magic we don’t recognize?”

      My throat ran dry. I felt split in two. I knew I should speak up. Yes. God, yes. I’d sensed magic I didn’t recognize. Only, I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t all just a byproduct of my own powers going haywire. What was I supposed to say? How could I admit that I’d blasted the guy with a firebolt two days ago in the same woods we were in danger of losing? Then, they’d know how bad things had gotten for me. Never mind being a member of the Council. Any witch who couldn’t control her powers could be banished or worse.

      “No,” Miles said. “There’s something off about him though. I’m sure of it. Can’t put my finger on it. He read sorta tiger to me at first. He’s not though. He doesn’t have that smell.”

      “He could be casting a cloaking spell,” I blurted. Never mind my magic, I didn’t seem able to control my mouth.

      “If he is,” Benny said, “it’s stronger than anything we’ve seen. He was in the room with all five of us and we can’t figure it out for sure.”

      “So it’s dark,” Paula said. “Can we at least be sure of that? I mean...chances are.”

      “We should consult with Delia,” I said. “She knows more about dark covens than anyone because she’s been around the longest.”

      “She’s not one of us anymore,” Miles said. “Much as I love the old bird, you know the rules. Only the Five have the power to…”

      “To what?” I asked. “I mean, what are we really discussing here? Jonas made it pretty clear there’s no viable legal way to stop the Brandharts from buying that land. Your even calling this meeting is irresponsible if you ask me.”

      To their credit, Benny, Timothy, Miles, and Paula looked downright miserable. But, not one of them challenged what I said.

      “It’s our land,” Miles said. “We have to protect it.”

      “How?” I asked. “You tell me.”

      “Dammit, Gemma, you’re a kid. You’re a prodigy, I get that. Strongest fire mage in a thousand years. And you’re a Hayes. The last of your kind and all that. But, you’re still a kid. Too young to really serve on…”

      “Stop!” Paula interjected. “Miles, I mean it. You just stop that train of thought right now. Gemma earned her place at this table and we don’t need to rehash why. She’s lost more than any of us. And we all took an oath to protect her. She has a voice. She has a vote. Same as you.”

      My breath caught. There was nothing Miles said I hadn’t heard before. I’d taken my place among the Five when I was six years old the morning after my parents died. The last of my kind and all that.

      “You act like it’s an honor for me,” I said, my voice cold and bitter. “Really, Miles? You think I wouldn’t give up my seat in a heartbeat if it meant I could have my parents back? Even one of them? I didn’t ask to sit here. I had no choice. But, as long as I am sitting here, I will use my voice and my vote. You called this meeting because you’re thinking of using magic to try and stop this land sale. And I can’t think of a single spell that would accomplish that goal without using dark powers.”

      “We wouldn’t hurt the man,” Benny said. “No one is suggesting that. But, perhaps we can plant a seed. Make it so he changes his mind about the desirability of that land.”

      My head hurt just thinking about what he was suggesting. “Mind control? Really? Good lord, that’s probably worse than just trying to kill him.”

      “Whoa!” Timothy, Paula, and Benny shouted together.

      “Gemma,” Paula said. “We would never ask you to be party to something like that. It’s not what we’re about. But, you have to understand. We must protect those lands from interference from outsiders. It’s our connection to the Source that’s at stake. We have to be free to roam that forest free from prying eyes. And if the Brandhart family plans to deforest any part of it to put up condos or golf courses or whatever he’s thinking, it’s akin to them cutting our hearts out.”

      “The ends justify the means,” Miles said. “I don’t like it. Never said I did. But, we’ve got to try and stop it.”

      “By using dark magic,” I said. “That’s your plan?”

      “Yes!” Miles shouted. “I said I don’t like it. But we don’t have a choice, little girl.”

      I wanted to rip his face off. Of all the condescending things he could have said.

      “We’re done here,” I said. “I vote no. I won’t do it.” I rose. The rest of them stared at me slack-jawed, but there was nothing more for me to say.

      I ran from the room. Delia gave me a knowing glance. I was afraid to ask her whether she was on my side or not. I felt torn in two.

      They were right. We had to fight for the forest. To the extent Finn Brandhart meant to take it from us, he was our enemy. And yet, I felt a pull toward him I couldn’t explain. Somewhere deep inside, I knew he wasn’t some dark mage. And if he was, what the Five were planning was an act of war. We’d nearly lost the last one. My parents had been casualties.

      “He’s staying at the Harris House,” Delia said in a voice barely above a whisper.

      “What?” I turned.

      God bless Delia Bradbury. She shot me a knowing smile. Though she’d never violate coven law and eavesdrop on a council meeting, she was wiser than all of us.

      “You heard me,” she said. “And I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t even know what to do. As if my feet took on a life of their own, I found myself running down Main Street toward Mary Harris’s boarding house. I just hoped I could figure out a plan once I got there.
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      “It went about as well as you’d expect,” I said. I held my phone a little away from my ear as my mother let out an exasperated shout.

      “I can’t believe they all showed up to that meeting,” Avelina said. “Tell me again?”

      “Benard Bishop, Timothy Jakes, Miles Marvin, Paula Landry, and Gemma Hayes.” I hesitated a bit on Gemma’s name. It felt like an odd betrayal talking about her to my mother behind her back.

      “Hmmm.” She got hard to hear. My mother had gone to Knoydart. The wind made her voice cut in and out. I don’t know why she wouldn’t just meet me somewhere halfway. She insisted I stay in Durness and in disguise. No shifting unless it was absolutely necessary.

      “Marvin,” she said. “Let me check into that. He’s probably related to Marvin Marvin. Shae might have some useful information about the family.”

      My brother Xander’s wife had been raised by a mage named Marvin. He was dead now, but he’d been banished from his coven years ago for using dark magic. My mother might be onto something.

      “It’s not exactly a unique name,” I said.

      “There are no unique names when it comes to Circean witches,” she said. “There are powerful families. Just like it used to be for dragons. I’ve known a few Marvins in my time but can’t say I was impressed. Hayes though. Did you mention a Hayes?”

      “Yes,” I said. I stood on the back porch of Mrs. Harris’s house. She had a small yard with a rose garden and an ivy-colored trellis bordering the back of the property.

      “Hayes. I didn’t know there were any still alive. Be careful of that old hag,” she said. “Hayeses are strong. Volatile. You get close enough to one of them, they might be able to draw your fire.”

      I didn’t know what to say. No. That wasn’t true. I knew what I should have said. I should have told her everything I knew about Gemma. I should have told her about our first encounter in the woods. She’d already drawn my fire. Or rather, I’d drawn hers. My mother was right about something else. Gemma should be an old hag. Circean councils were supposed to be made up of coven elders. Unless Gemma was casting one hell of a youth spell, she didn’t fit the profile. It was one more mystery about her my heart burned to reveal.

      “You’re entering the danger zone now, Finn,” my mother said. “They’re running scared. I wouldn’t be surprised if half of them are already calling for dark magic. They’ll fight hard to protect that land. I’m counting on it.”

      “So why don’t we just drop this whole charade and ask them about the dragonstone? Seems it would be a hell of a lot simpler.”

      “Witches don’t perform that kind of spell for outsiders, Finn. Ever. They’ll only do it if it benefits them. If we have something they want badly. When this is all over, they’ll realize how lucky they were we were the ones to expose their weakness. It was far too easy to buy that land out from under them. What if a group of dark mages really was behind this? You need to trust me. This will work. It has to.”

      I walked back in the house and up to my bedroom. I kept a leather satchel under the bed. As my mother spun her wheels in my ear, I pulled the soft bag out and opened it. There, wrapped in a black velvet cloth, was the dragonstone causing all this trouble.

      To the naked eye, it looked like smooth marble. Almost opal-like. The size and rough shape of a football, it was cool to the touch. As I ran my hand over it, I felt the faintest vibration from the magic it still held. It was harmless now. But, one tiny piece of it, broken off and weaponized, was the only thing that could kill a dragon. Once again, I realized maybe my mother was right. We had to hold Durness Forest over the coven’s heads to keep them from trying to use this artifact against us.

      “It’ll be over soon,” my mother said, sensing my unease. “Then you can come home. I can’t wait for you to meet your new little niece. She’s perfect, Finn. Strong. Powerful. I never thought I’d be so happy to have a wolf shifter for a granddaughter.”

      I laughed at that. My brother Gideon’s wife, Grace, had shifter blood in her. When she mated with Gideon, a strange thing happened. When that long-dormant shifter DNA mixed with Gideon’s dragon DNA, the first female shifter in a generation had been born. It was powerful magic. One more thing my mother feared could be used against us if the wrong person found out.

      I wonder what would happen if you mix dragon and witch DNA?

      The thought slammed into my brain. It took my breath away. Lust so fierce it nearly knocked me over gripped my body.

      “Finn?” my mother asked. “You still there?”

      “I’m here,” I said, though I’d dropped the phone. “I’m glad to hear everybody’s doing so well. It’s great news. I should probably get going. I was planning to walk the property again.”

      “Be careful,” she said, her tone darkening. “I mean that. If any of them suspect what you are...Finn…”

      “They won’t,” I said, but it felt like a lie. Gemma had gotten so close. And I wanted her to get closer. I wanted to let my dragon rip out of me and let her feel the full force of my power. Fire on fire. My magic and hers.

      “Maybe I should send Loch to…”

      “No!” I nearly shouted it. Jealousy overtook me. I damn well didn’t want my brother anywhere near Gemma.

      She’s mine!

      I shook my head, trying to clear it. It was no use. I felt her magic. I felt her fire. A soft knock on the front door answered why. I didn’t need to look through the window to know that Gemma herself had just marched straight to me.

      “I’ve got to let you go,” I said. “But don’t worry. I know what I need to do.”

      My mother recognized the tone of my voice and didn’t press me any further. I said silent thanks that she was on another continent at the moment rather than in the same room with me. She would have recognized my powerful need to shift. I set the phone down and focused on breathing.

      Gemma was close. Her scent filled the room. My sense of her was becoming even stronger now. I ran a hand through my hair and opened the front door. Gemma’s back was to me, as though she’d changed her mind and meant to walk away.

      “Gemma,” I said, keeping my voice even. My eyes lasered in on every detail of her. My breath skittered across her skin as I said her name. She had tiny goosebumps along the back of her neck. She’d piled her shimmering gold hair on top of her head. She turned to face me. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips parted.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have called. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “You were thinking we should talk,” I said. I opened the door a little wider, inviting her in. My mother’s words echoed through me. Be careful. A Hayes can draw your fire.

      “Yes,” she said, breathless. “But maybe now isn’t such a good time. I shouldn’t have just barged in…”

      “Come in,” I said. “It’s after four. Late enough for a beer. Or a glass of wine. I have both.”

      “What? Oh. Wine. White wine. If you have it. I don’t want to put you out.”

      “You keep saying that,” I said, smiling. Gemma hesitated, then she stepped inside. “If I didn’t want to see you, I could have just not come to the door. I’m glad you came. I didn’t like how things went at the council meeting. I think you have the wrong impression of me.”

      She stood in the foyer, crossing her arms in front of her. She was scared of something. It would be easy to assume she was scared of me, but I knew that wasn’t it. She was scared of her power as she got close to me. In that instant, I realized something else about her. She was keeping this secret from the coven. If they knew what she’d done to me in the woods that first day, instinct told me she’d be in danger. As I turned to lead her to the kitchen, that protective rage swirled inside of me. If they tried to hurt her... I covered my hand with my mouth, faking a cough to hide the predatory growl that came out of me.

      I gestured toward the back porch. Mary Harris had an old-fashioned porch swing out there. Gemma smiled, took my meaning, and went out to wait for me as I poured the wine. She didn’t sit though. She stood staring out at the rose garden as I handed her a glass.

      “You’ve made quite an impression,” she said. “I think you know that.”

      “So have you,” I said, smiling. I enjoyed toying with her a little. I was growing to love that little flustered line she got between her eyes.

      “Mr. Brandhart,” she said. “I’m not good at this kind of thing.”

      “Oh?”

      “Negotiating. Diplomacy. Whatever you want to call it. Do you mind if I’m blunt?”

      I leaned against the railing. “I’d prefer it.”

      “What do you really want with the land your family purchased? I’ve done my homework. It’s worthless to you. You can’t build anything commercial there. It may be private land, but a lot of it is still protected.”

      I looked her up and down. Tiny beads of sweat had broken out at her temples. A pulse beat a rapid pace at the base of her throat. She wore a black tank top beneath a white silk blouse. The fabric was thin enough I could just make out her peaked nipples. Desire flooded through me. My vision wavered. In another second, she’d see the fire behind my eyes. But, her own fire simmered just below the surface.

      Gemma Hayes. A family of powerful fire mages. And she was so young.

      “How old are you?” I asked.

      She held my gaze. “I’m twenty-one. Or, I will be in a couple of weeks.”

      “Your family is gone,” I said. Puzzle pieces seemed to fall into place. It would explain why she sat on a coven council meant for family elders.

      “Yes,” she said. The answer cost her, but she gave it anyway.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I know a little about what it’s like to be somewhat alone in the world.”

      “But you’re not. I checked you out. You’ve got four brothers.”

      I smiled. “I do. But...I never knew my father. He died before I was born. It’s a lot of responsibility to carry on your shoulders, even if I don’t have to do it alone. Do you mind telling me how you lost yours?”

      She tilted her head, making a decision for herself. How much to let me in? What more would it cost her?

      “A fire,” she said. “A bad one. I was six years old. I got called away from the house or I would have been with them.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “A fire killed your parents? It sounds horrible. I’m so sorry. Forgive me though, what would you have to fear from fire?”

      Her eyes flickered. “It was...it was a special kind of fire. One I couldn’t stop. No one could.”

      Instinct took over. I went to her. I hooked a finger beneath Gemma’s chin and lifted her face until she met my eyes again. Searing heat arced between us. Her breath caught. So did mine. Her lips were so full, so inviting. I wanted to taste her. My jeans tightened and my dragon rumbled.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” I said. “I’d never do anything to hurt you.” I wanted to swear a blood oath to her right then and there. In a way, I did. I just couldn’t give voice to it. But, all the same, I knew as long as I had breath in my body, I would never let anyone hurt this woman.

      “Mr. Brandhart,” she said. “I came here to tell you that it’s you who should be afraid. What you’re doing...it won’t go unchallenged. You have to know that.”

      We danced around the truth. She couldn’t admit what she was. I couldn’t either. But, her meaning was clear. The coven would try to take action against me. It’s what my mother was counting on.

      I slowly took my hand away from her face. The space between us grew cool. More than anything, I wanted to close it. I wanted to pull her into my arms and kiss her. Oh, I wanted to do a hell of a lot more than that too.

      “I think,” I said, stepping away from her, “we both have some things to decide.”

      She had finished her wine. She set it on the porch railing. “And I think I’ve stayed too long.”

      “I like you, Gemma,” I said. “I’m not the enemy your friends think I am.”

      “But you’re not an ally either,” she said. “Are you? I mean, not exactly.”

      I knew she wanted to ask me what I was again. And I so desperately wanted to show her. Her fire drew my fire. I wanted to feel it burn through me. The desire for it nearly blinded me. Somehow, I held my ground.

      Gemma went down the porch steps. She made her way to the back gate rather than going through the house. She turned and gave me a quizzical smile.

      “I’ll see you around, Mr. Brandhart,” she said. “I have a feeling we have a lot more to talk about.”

      “I look forward to it,” I said. “And call me Finn.”

      “Finn,” she said, testing the name on her lips. Oh, God, I wanted to hear her moan it as I took her in the dark. I would bring her to soaring heights. I could stretch her to the edge of every boundary she knew. For now though, I could only raise a hand and wave as she walked out of the yard.
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      I wanted a quiet Monday. With the gift shop closed, I planned to avoid even Delia. She hadn’t asked me outright, but she knew the Five were planning something she wouldn’t like. That should have made me want to talk to her more. Maybe she’d have some idea about how I could convince them not to do anything to Finn Brandhart we couldn’t take back. But, she knew me so well, I worried she’d sense something was wrong with me where he was concerned.

      And something was very wrong. Nearly a year ago, on my twentieth birthday, it started with just a random spark from my fingertips. One I hadn’t called forth. That had never happened to me before. Not even when I was no more than a toddler and first declared my powers to the Source.

      “That’s what makes you so special, bean,” my father had said. I had so few concrete memories of him now. Everything had just gotten so jumbled up after the night that took his and my mother’s lives.

      Fifteen years ago, dark mages had tried to steal the coven’s power. They attacked at night. If I closed my eyes, I could still see the white flame enveloping my house on Winter Street. Jonas had held me back. I was six. He was sixteen. My father had sent me running to the Landry's house for safety. The whole time, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking it was all my fault. If only I’d stayed at the house with my parents. If only I hadn’t listened when my father told me to run.

      “It’s no good, you know,” Delia’s paper-thin voice startled me out of my thoughts. I stood in the kitchen, finishing the last of my coffee. She’d come downstairs wearing a flowing, white cotton nightgown. She owned a dozen of them and it was the only thing she wore unless the store was open. Her bare feet poked out of the bottom. She had freshly painted toenails, cherry red.

      I put my cup in the sink. “What are you doing up? It’s not even nine o’clock?” I’d hoped to leave the house before she came down. Hell, most of the time, when the store was closed she didn’t come down at all.

      She leaned on a polished ebony cane and came toward me. Her smile was kind, but there was a seriousness to her eyes. She put a hand on my arm. “You’re not sleeping. And you’re not casting, either. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

      “I’ve just been busy,” I said. “Haven’t had time to practice. And with this Brandhart drama…”

      “Stop it,” she said. “You know you’re just like your father. Always thinking you don’t need any help or that you know best. I’ve kept my tongue and minded my business. But you’re not fooling me. Remember that.”

      She pointed a crooked finger at me but said no more. Instead, she turned and waddled out into the living room. I knew Delia well enough to know she’d likely say nothing else on the subject. But, she was always watching.

      I gripped the sink and let out a sigh. Just like my father. Never asking for help. Always thinking he knew best. What she didn’t say is that’s likely what got him and my mother killed. He thought he could handle our attackers by himself. He thought he could protect me and the rest of the coven. I suppose he did in his own way. Except, his actions had made it so I had to live my life without him.

      “To hell with this,” I muttered, washing the last remnants of coffee out of my cup. The sky was clear, no ominous clouds in the sky. It was a perfect day to act normal. Before that forest belonged to Finn Brandhart or anyone else, I might as well take advantage of it.

      Delia had already dozed off in her favorite chair as I went out the front door. I didn’t look back, but wouldn’t have been surprised to see her open one wary eye as I left. For once, I was glad she couldn’t easily follow me anymore. Then, I felt immediately guilty for the thought.

      The woods were unnaturally quiet as I veered off the marked paths leading from the town square. I couldn’t sense wildlife as well as the earth mages could, but it was unusual not to kick up even a squirrel as I hiked toward the waterfall. I hit a pocket of heat as I made my way through the clearing. That too was strange, here under the thick canopy of trees, I expected the air to cool. It was almost as if the forest itself knew I planned to harness some heat.

      I reached the edge of the stream. A breeze picked up, rustling the leaves. I lifted my chin and closed my eyes, letting the bright sun hit me full in the face. White heat. The purest essence of my power. I felt the rumble of electricity through my veins as I reached for the Source.

      I don’t know how I did it. It’s not something easily described. The Source is always there, waiting to be tapped and channeled. A hub. I was a spoke on the wheel. Fire called to me and I gave it back. Push, pull. A widening circle. Wind mages tap the air. If I were a water mage, the stream would bubble up around me. Earth mages feed off the roots of the trees, each one connected to the next. A vast network covering the whole world.

      It should have come easy. The air should have charged as I gathered my strength. Then, I should have been able to channel it back the way I chose. Just a spark. That’s all I was after. Igniting a dead branch lying next to the shore. I felt the sizzle, then a bolt of heat shot through me, knocking me to the ground.

      The whole world seemed to shake. The Source pushed back. I pushed back harder.

      Sweat covered me. Energy crackled along my spine. White lightning shot from my fingertips. It was erratic though, dangerous. My power rocketed out of me. Like a team of wild horses I couldn’t rein in.

      There was something in the way. I felt the edges of a void. It nearly blocked out the sun. It was above me. It was everywhere. My heart raced as I tried to feel my way to the end of it.

      Then, it took shape.

      A shadow loomed above me. Two great wings pushing through the air. I was off my feet, suspended. I let out a primal scream as I tried to claw back my power. The air crackled. A whiff of ozone and a flash of light.

      I was on my back. The shadow took shape then colored in. It was beautiful. Mesmerizing. It was as if the spectrum of light expanded, showing me colors I’d never seen before. Blue, gold, silver, red, green, and every band in between. The beast had rippling scales that shimmered as it...as he...banked left and soared closer to the ground. He had massive, gold talons, curved to grip the earth as he landed. His eyes glinted in the sun. They swirled with fire, then dimmed to the purest blue. He let out a screech that seared through me, bringing my own fire to the surface.

      He landed with skill and grace, tucking his massive wings to his side. He stood on the other side of the stream, on a ledge next to the waterfall. He tilted his head, and those blue eyes swirled with fire again as he trained them on me.

      I’d pierced through the void. My powers came racing back into me, lifting me off the ground again. I was falling. Melting. I reached out but felt nothing but empty space.

      “Gemma!”

      His voice was strong, deep. Those dragon eyes shimmered above me. First silver flames, then deepest blue. I knew them. They were Finn’s eyes.

      Strong arms enveloped me. My breath went out. He rolled me end over end, putting the fire out.

      I landed hard on my ass, gasping for air. Sweat dripped from my brow. Finn had his hands on my shoulders. He shook me gently, his eyes wild with fear.

      “Gemma. Say something! Oh, God.”

      “What? I…” My mind was half a beat behind the rest of me as I tried to sort out what I’d just seen. The dragon. Finn. They were one and the same.

      “You’re...how did you…” I couldn’t get my words out.

      “Don’t move!” Finn commanded. He let go of me. The absence of his touch left me cold. Then, crackling heat came at me again as my brain caught up to real time.

      The forest was on fire.

      Tongues of flame licked at the trees. I was no earth mage, but I could hear their terror. Trees can scream, you know. It’s a hollow, desolate sound, and it gutted me.

      I did this. This was me. I’d lost control and sent a bolt of fire straight into the driest part of the woods. Elemental flame burns the hottest. Not even a hundred water mages could douse it. Left to burn, my fire could level thousands of acres.

      Finn stood at the center of the inferno. I shielded my eyes. He should be dead, turned to ash already. But, the fire sluiced off of him, leaving no marks. He shimmered through the smoke. Half-shifting. His wings unfurled from his muscled back, but his face, arms, and legs remained untouched. He looked like a warrior angel, standing tall and fierce, facing the fire.

      The air shifted. Finn drew a great breath. He let it out in a mighty wind that blew the trees back. In an instant, I knew what he was about. I didn’t have command of the air like Paula and Jonas or the water like Benny did, but I could whip up enough magic to change the direction of the waterfall for maybe just long enough. The water joined the air Finn commanded. For one horrifying second, the fire seemed to win. The flames arched high, as if they were mustering one last gasp of destruction. Then, they dwindled out, leaving a deadened circle of ash and smoke behind.

      Finn took a staggering step back. His wings receded as he turned and ran to me.

      “Gemma? My God. Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m okay. What...what was that? What...what are you?”

      But I knew. In some deep part of my core, I think I’d always known. Finn Brandhart was a living, fire-breathing dragon shifter. My heart thundered with the truth as my body ached for his.

      Suddenly, things began to make sense again. Finn’s magic had blocked mine. It was a powerful cloaking spell.

      “We can’t stay here,” he said. “The smoke will draw attention. They can’t find you here.”

      They. Finn was no witch, but he got to the core of the problem in an instant. If anyone from the coven saw me here, they’d know what I’d almost done.

      “Come on,” he said. “I know a place.”

      I was dumbstruck. Thunderstruck. My body shook. But Finn’s eyes were clear, his tone commanding.

      “Wrap your arms around me,” he said. “And trust me.”

      I shouldn’t have. With every part of my being, I should have pushed him away and run for the safety of the coven. But, once again his fire called to mine. A craving so strong burned through me.

      He stepped away from me, his body shimmering with a seamless shift. His mighty dragon dipped his head toward me. With a sharp intake of air and a prayer, I climbed on his back just as he vaulted toward the sky.
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      I had to resist the urge to fly straight to Scotland with Gemma on my back. Desire for her burned through me. Her fire stoked the deepest parts of mine. I’d been careless. What the hell had I been thinking letting my dragon out in the middle of coven lands?

      The moment I thought it, I knew the answer. It was reckless. Dangerous. But, I’d tempted fate. I wanted her to find me. And she had.

      A shiver of pleasure went through me at the erotic sensation of her touching my magic. She tested the boundaries of my cloaking spell, her heat joining with mine. Without even knowing what she was doing, she let me tap into her raw power.

      Good God, she was strong. I’d never sensed a magic so pure. It skittered over my flesh even now. It should have unsettled me. It should have made it nearly impossible to keep my dragon in check. Instead, I felt more in control than I ever had. It was thrilling, intoxicating. I wanted so much more.

      I landed softly on the roof of Mrs. Harris’s boarding house. It might be risky bringing her here, but I felt fairly sure my cloaking spell would shield her from the prying minds of any coven members who might come looking. At least for a little while. Plus, instinct told me Gemma would have an easier time if she stayed close to home and things that were familiar to her. What happened in the woods couldn’t happen again.

      I set her down gently and opened the door leading off the airing deck. Gemma’s legs were shaky, but she got them under her and followed me inside. I kept a change of clothes on the shelf just inside the door. I slipped into a pair of jeans. I was aroused, being so close to her. I took one deep breath before I turned, getting myself under control.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked. She followed me into the closest bedroom down the hall. Mrs. Harris kept a pitcher and cups by the bedside. I filled one with water and led Gemma to the bed. She sank down and took the cup from me with trembling hands.

      “I’m okay,” she said after gulping the water down. It worked to steady her a little. I wasn’t sure whether she still felt shocked at seeing my dragon or the magic she’d just unleashed. Probably both.

      “I don’t,” I started. “I need to explain.”

      The moment I said it, I realized how absurd that sounded. How the hell could I explain anything to her? I was just starting to figure it out for myself. But, one thing rang true. Her magic called to me. With every second I spent with her, I felt a gathering strength. I felt like myself again.

      I wanted her. I needed her. I craved her. Incredible as it may have seemed, impossible really, there was only one answer that made sense. Gemma Hayes, a Circean witch, was my fated mate.

      She shook her head. “You’re a dragon. You’re a dragon.”

      “Gemma…”

      She put a hand up to silence me. “I knew it. I mean, I don’t know how I knew it. There was something. That first day. My fire? What I hit you with? It should have killed you. I wasn’t trying to, I swear. It just came out of me.”

      “That’s been happening to you a lot,” I said. “Your magic is changing. I felt it.”

      She locked eyes with me. Her skin had gone pale. “If you hadn’t been there just now, I would have burned that forest to the ground.”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      She set the cup down. Tears played at the corners of her eyes. More than anything, I wanted to go to her. I wanted to pull her into my arms, kiss her, hold her, protect her. I was born for it. The truth of that rang through me. It was Gemma. It was always Gemma.

      “It’s getting worse,” she said, her lip quivering. “You don’t understand.”

      “What?” I sat down beside her. I wanted to touch her, but Gemma was strung so tight. I still felt her crackling fire. She was so close to losing control again. It was one thing to douse the flames out in the middle of the woods. If she set fire to Mrs. Harris’s house, I couldn’t help her cover that up so easily.

      “Your power,” I said. “It’s incredible. Gemma, do you even realize how much power you have?”

      “You’re a dragon,” she said. “Finn...how are you a dragon?”

      I smiled. “It’s a long story.”

      “You’re supposed to be extinct. I was raised on that legend. A thousand years ago, the last of the dragons died out.”

      I felt an ancient rage rise within me. “We didn’t die out. We were exterminated. Witches and shifters played a role in that. I don’t suppose your council elders taught that part accurately.”

      She tilted her head. “That’s always the way, isn’t it? Shifters blame us for cursing their line so they don’t have female shifters anymore. We blame them for escalating that war in the first place, killing our elders, destroying our grimoires.”

      “And you both used dragon magic against each other. Killed us for our blood, forged your weapons with our fire, used our dragonstone to against us.”

      She gave me a weak smile. “I guess we all have our own stories. And none of them matter anymore. It’s ancient history. None of us live in that world anymore. Shifters mate with witches now.”

      There was one deeper secret I couldn’t bring myself to tell her. Shifters mated with dragons now too. If word got out that mating with a dragon could reverse the curse against female shifters, it would put my family in danger. And yet, as I sat there and stared into Gemma’s glittering amber eyes, my heart gave me answers I wasn’t ready to hear. I could trust her. She was born for me.

      “No one can know,” she said.

      “No,” I said. “I know I have a lot of explaining to do, but no. I need you to keep this secret.”

      “No,” she said, her eyes widening. “About me, I mean. If the rest of the council knows what almost happened. If they know how much trouble I’ve been having controlling my magic...Finn...they’ll try to strip me of it. They’ll cast me out.”

      I reared back. All this time, I’d been so concerned with keeping my own secret, I hadn’t even realized the danger Gemma was in. Rage bubbled through me. My dragon rumbled. No. They wouldn’t lay a finger on her. I would protect this woman with my life if that’s what it took.

      She saw something change in my eyes. My fire swirled to the surface. Perhaps instinct fueled Gemma too. She put a light hand on my arm, settling one kind of heat inside me, while stoking another.

      “I won’t let that happen,” I said. “I swear to you.”

      “You can’t stop it,” she said. “And it has nothing to do with you. This is coven law. And I’m...I’m…”

      “You’re what?”

      “I’m a Hayes. I told you. The last of my kind.”

      Again, I felt a kinship to her that went beyond what I knew was true in my soul. I wanted to tell her. Would she understand, or would it just frighten her? She wasn’t alone. She was mine. She hadn’t realized it yet. Twice now, when her fire raged out of control, it had been me who had helped her tame it. The same way being near her quieted my dragon. We belonged together. Like two halves of a whole.

      Or was I just imagining it all? Was I so desperate to find a way to stop the mating sickness, that I was ready to latch on to the first fire witch that crossed my path? I wished my brothers were here at the same time I might have ripped them apart if they got too close to Gemma.

      Xander would know. Gideon would know. They had each found the unlikeliest of fated mates. Shae was human, but protected by a spell so Xander’s fire wouldn’t burn her. Grace had wolf shifter blood in her that kept her safe from Gideon’s magic. And Gemma...her essence was elemental fire, just like mine. Would it keep her safe if we…

      My dragon roared. It came out of me unbidden. Just the fleeting thought of mating with Gemma sent a flood of power and desire through me. Yes. This. She was mine.

      “Maybe we can help each other,” I said. I felt the magic of the dragonstone hidden beneath my bed in the other room. It pulsed through me, as though it had animated and asked a question. Could I trust her? Should I tell her the real reason I was here once and for all?

      I felt torn in two. Gemma was mine. I knew it. But, she was still Circean too. She was sworn to her coven. She wasn’t in full control of her powers. The safest thing to do was keep the dragonstone from her until the time was right.

      “I don’t see how,” she said. “I told you before. If you really mean to go through with this land sale, the coven will take action. By even telling you this, I’m betraying them.”

      “So why have you?” I asked. I knew the answer as sure as I knew what she was to me. She knew it too. She just didn’t understand it yet.

      “I don’t know,” she said quickly. “God. That’s the truth. I feel like I don’t know anything anymore. You can’t imagine what it’s like. I saw you. I know what you are now. The power you have...Finn...how would you feel if you couldn’t control it. If you realized it was controlling you?”

      Her words hit me like a blow to the chest. She still couldn’t see it. I knew her heart was giving her all the answers. But, I had her at a disadvantage. I’d known about witches all my life. She was still processing the fact that dragons were real.

      “I do understand. I’m not as in control as you think I am. At least...I wasn’t before.”

      “Before what?”

      One heartbeat. Two. I still couldn’t bring myself to say it. I don’t know why. Somehow, it seemed important that she come to the truth on her own. I didn’t want to blow this and have her turn against me in fear.

      “Durness Wilderness,” she said with finality. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re drawing on the magic there for yourself.”

      “What...I…?”

      She rose and started to pace. “You can’t. Finn, I’m sorry, but you can’t. We can’t let you take that from us. There has to be somewhere else you can go. I’m against this. Know that. It’s wrong for the coven to resort to...to what they’re planning. But, you can avoid it. Just go somewhere else.”

      “There’s nowhere in the world I’d rather be,” I said. Conflict raged within me. The deal hadn’t closed yet. We had no legal claim to the wilderness. No bargaining chip. Avelina had made it perfectly clear. Until that happened, I was sworn to secrecy. If I told Gemma about the dragonstone and what my mother needed now, I would be betraying my family. Keeping silent was a different kind of betrayal.

      “Finn, you’re impossible. You’re strong. I feel it. But, if and when the coven acts, not even your power will be enough to stop them.”

      Family loyalty and ancient battles made me bold. I didn’t blame Gemma for what her ancestors had done to mine. But, I felt the echoes of their pain. I rose to my full height. “And the coven shouldn’t underestimate my power.”

      It surged through me, mixed with the desire I felt for this woman. It became almost a tangible thing between us. Gemma’s pupils widened. She felt it. I know she did. Her breath caught and her pulse quickened. I felt her heart beating in time with my own. Her fire. Mine.

      One of us moved. I don’t know who. But, before I knew it, there was no space between us. Gemma’s wicked scent filled me. I stayed stock still, afraid to move. Her lips hovered just below mine.

      Then, she did move. She craned her neck, arching her back just a little. Her soft breath caressed my cheek. Her lips parted, inviting me. Then, I was on her. The kiss was slow and deep. The world fell away and the fire within me joined with hers. Just for an instant.

      Power. Magic. Fire.

      My heart quickened. My blood heated even more. She tasted like honey. So sweet. I wanted to devour her. She moaned against me and I felt her hard nipples press against my chest.

      God.

      Then, Gemma pulled away, gasping for air. She put the back of her hand to her lips.

      “Finn,” she said. “I...can’t...I have to go.”

      She left me speechless, breathless. It took everything in me not to go after her as she flew down the stairs and out the front door.
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      Finn was closing on the land deal in one week. I tried to lay low and avoid the other members of the Five as much as I could. That wasn’t easy to do in a town the size of Durness. But, foot traffic at the gift shop picked up as we moved into October for whatever reason.

      My magic was another matter altogether. I was afraid to go back to the woods, and it had me lying to Delia. She said unpracticed magic was dangerous. Though she wouldn’t come out and accuse me of anything, her suspicious looks weren’t helping. She sat in her chair like always, watching me try to pretend everything was normal.

      Then there was Finn. He’d played a starring role in my dreams every night this week. I found myself craning my neck every time I heard voices in front of the store. Was it him? He’d begun a one-man PR campaign since the disastrous meeting with the town council. I’d catch glimpses of him strolling down the street, smiling at anyone new. The women in town seemed to appreciate it most of all. For the third time today, I had a customer ask about him.

      “Gemma, who is that guy?” Lacy Corbett asked. We’d graduated in the same high school class together. Lacy wasn’t part of the coven. She was just a normal girl attending college at Sacramento City College. But, she was fresh from a Finn encounter.

      “He’s staying at Mary Harris’s,” I said. “I don’t know much.”

      Lacy rested her chin on her palm at the counter. Finn was right across the street, chatting it up with Sheriff Long. Heat flamed my cheeks.

      “He’s gorgeous,” Lacy said. “I mean, like underwear model hot. I heard he’s moving here permanently. God. Please let that be true. There’s nothing but old men and little boys in Durness anymore. All the good ones are spoken for.”

      I clenched my fists and tried to force a smile. I busied myself straightening rows of homemade candles on the shelf. Lacy kept chatting away. I gave her an obligatory aimless nod but tried to feign disinterest. From the corner of my eye, I saw how much better Finn was at this. He was smooth, casual, with a ready smile for anyone who crossed his path. Sheriff Long made a joke. Finn threw his head back and laughed, turning slightly.

      He saw me. My knees turned to water as he paused for a fraction of a second and locked eyes with me. The back of my neck flamed hot.

      “That’s it,” Lacy said. “You only live once. I’m going to go find a reason to bump into him.”

      Lacy reached for me. The moment her fingers grazed my arm, I shot off a white spark. Lacy jumped back. She thought it was just some static electricity. My heart raced. I hadn’t meant to make fire. God. Just like the other day. Thankfully, this time it was just that little jump, not the inferno that nearly leveled the forest.

      Lacy’s face went white. She didn’t know for sure I was a witch. Sure, everyone in town heard rumors about me and the rest of the coven members. Hushed whispers. Innuendo. But, we hid in plain sight from non-magic users and shifters.

      “Well, I better go,” Lacy said, holding her hand against her chest. Dammit. I could have seriously hurt her. I felt Delia’s eyes boring into my back. Of course she’d seen the whole thing too.

      The bell chimed above the door and Jonas Landry walked in. I’d never been so glad to see him. He had a stern look on his face as he headed straight for me. He’d be my brief reprieve from both Lacy and Delia and that little uncontrolled magic.

      “You have a second?” Jonas asked. He gave Lacy a polite smile. Jonas was actually one of the few other eligible bachelors in town. Lacy had made a play for him last summer. But, she was far too young for him and completely not his type.

      “Sure,” I said. With Lacy’s exit, the store was momentarily empty.

      “Don’t mind me,” Delia said, her needles clicking away. “I’ll just yell bloody murder if someone walks in.”

      “Er...thanks,” I said. I gestured to Jonas and he followed me into the back storeroom.

      I expected Jonas to launch into a flurry of legalese. Maybe his firm had some new angle to try and break Finn’s contract with the county. I braced for it, saying a silent prayer that he’d found something, anything that would put the Five off for at least a few days.

      “Gemma,” he said. “You have to tell me the truth. I’ll know if you’re lying. Did you start a fire out in the woods the other day?”

      My heart turned to ash. My breath caught and I took a step back. “Did I what?”

      “I told you, you have to tell me the truth. I heard my mother talking. You know she works with Karina Burnett at the post office. Karina’s daughter Chelsea said she saw you out there last week.”

      “Saw me what?” My brain spun. God, sometimes I hated this town. With a population just a hair over eight hundred, people lived in each other’s business. I hadn’t sensed anyone else out there that day. But, I wasn’t really watching out for it. I’d been too busy trying to decloak a dragon shifter.

      “Gemma, don’t. I already know, okay? Chelsea’s just a kid. But, she had no reason to make anything like this up.”

      “Jonas, what are you asking me?” My heart jackhammered in my chest. Chelsea Burnett was ten or eleven years old. She hadn’t yet declared to the Source. It would have made perfect sense for her to be out in the woods that day on her own trying to tap into her power. We all did it. And the moment Jonas said it, I knew it was true. Chelsea had likely seen something.

      “She said you looked like you couldn’t control your fire.”

      I hated myself for the next thing I said. “And Chelsea is probably the last person who would understand exactly what she was seeing, Jonas. She’s a kid. A novice. Not even a novice. Karina came to Delia about her last year worried that maybe her powers had skipped a generation. What is she, eleven? I mean, if she hasn’t declared by now, maybe she…”

      Jonas’s nostrils flared. “Gemma, what did she see? What happened out there? And don’t lie to me because I’ll know it. I went out there this morning. After my mother…”

      Ice shot through my veins. “Jonas…”

      “There’s a circle of ash just past the waterfall. The kind of heat it would have taken to burn that much that fast…”

      “Jonas…”

      He ran a hand through his hair. To his credit, Jonas looked miserable. His eyes were bloodshot and he had uncharacteristic stubble shading his jaw. He likely hadn’t slept since whenever he caught wind of the rumor about me.

      “You have to tell me the truth,” he said.

      Something hardened inside me. I was scared. Of course I was. But, I also knew damn well what I was.

      “Jonas,” I said, my voice dropping an octave. “You need to be very careful before you accuse me of something.”

      His eyes widened. “Gemma, I’m your friend. Hell, I’m your brother. I’m on your side. You know that.”

      “Are you? Because it feels like to me that you just barged in here with your mind already made up.”

      “I didn’t. Dammit. I wouldn’t have. But, something happened out in those woods. And I know you’re involved. I could sense it. It...it smelled like you out there.”

      I started to pace. This was awful. Catastrophic. If Jonas or Paula went to the others with proof that I’d lost control, they were within their rights to challenge me on it.

      “Look,” he said. “This is really simple. If everything’s okay, then prove it.”

      I whirled on him. “Excuse me?”

      “Before rumors get out of hand. Just, call a meeting and show the council that you’re fine.”

      I put a hand on my head, afraid it might pop off. “Jonas, you’re on dangerous ground here. We shouldn’t even be having this conversation. You’re not one of us. I can’t even officially admit that I am. If your mother has something to say to me, she knows where to find me. You’re out of line.”

      His shoulders dropped and his face became ashen. “Gemma, I said I’m on your side. You know me. I don’t talk about people behind their backs. I would never do that to you. So, I came here to talk to you face to face. You realize I’m pretty much betraying my own mother by doing that much. She doesn’t know I’m here.”

      I felt like a first class asshole. He was being a good friend to me. My fire swirled inside of me, rising. It clouded my vision, my judgment too probably. In an instant, a spark went off in my heart. I needed to be alone. I felt the flame rising. The little spark I let off in front of Lacy would be the least of it.

      “Thank you,” I said. “And I do appreciate it. But, now I need you to go.”

      “Gemma…”

      “I mean it, Jonas,” I yelled. My tone shocked him. I’d never raised my voice to him before. He took a faltering step backward. If he were a fire mage, he would have sensed the danger in me immediately.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll go. But, this isn’t going away, Gemma. My mother plans to call Miles.”

      As if on cue, my cell phone vibrated in the back pocket of my jeans. Heart racing, I pulled it out. Sure enough, Paula sent a text. She wanted me to meet with her tonight at eight after I closed the store.

      “Thanks,” I said. I wanted to touch Jonas, reassure him. But, I couldn’t trust myself not to bring the fire. He put his hand up in a weak wave. He gave me a tight-lipped smile and let himself out the back of the store.

      Delia called to me, but I couldn’t face her. She’d likely heard every word Jonas and I had said. No, I thought. Not now. I needed to get as far away from the witches of Durness as possible.

      I waited a full minute, then tore out the back of the store. I couldn’t breathe. I could barely see. Instinct took over and before I knew what was happening, I found myself racing across Main Street. I didn’t look back. Didn’t make eye contact with him. But, Finn was still standing halfway down the block.

      I took a shortcut behind the liquor store, then raced through the back alleys until I could jump the short fence, landing smack in the middle of Mrs. Harris’s rose garden.

      Gasping for air, I went in the back door. The house was empty, but Finn’s scent was everywhere. My knees knocked. The fire inside of me swelled. I passed a hall mirror. I didn’t recognize myself. My hair stuck out, charged with static. My eyes had gone shimmering gold, flames licking behind them.

      Heavy footsteps fell on the hardwood floor leading off the kitchen. I doubled over as my magic went through me like rocket fuel. It was just like the woods. God. What had I been thinking? I should have never gone indoors.

      “Gemma?” Finn’s voice was filled with concern. He reached me in three powerful strides. He took me in his arms and met my eyes. His own flickered with fire.

      “I can’t…” I gasped. He should let me go. I couldn’t control myself. My magic felt strong enough to devour us both.

      Everything else happened so fast. One look. One touch. I was filled with desperate need. Finn’s fire rose. I saw his dragon, shimmering in front of me like an optical illusion. One second, I saw Finn, with his tanned muscles and golden hair. The next, his blue and silver dragon spread its wings and lifted me to the sky.

      He did lift me off my feet, but not in flight. We stumbled clumsily down the hall and into the first-floor master bedroom. Finn’s bed. Need heated my core. My fire shifted, wrapping around both of us. Finn’s touch stoked the flames, but I felt more in control because of it. It was impossible. It was perfect.

      The other day when he kissed me, I felt like I saw his soul. Now, I was desperate for him. I hadn’t planned it. But, now that we were alone and my fire burned so bright, I knew with absolute certainty why I was here.

      It was him. It was Finn. It was impossible. And yet, his touch was the only thing that made sense.

      I wrapped my arms around him and managed to gasp out a single word. “Yes!” Then, Finn carried me to the bed.
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      I was born three centuries ago. My brothers and I are more powerful than any other shifters alive. I have loved other women. But, until a witch named Gemma Hayes kissed me, I never knew myself.

      She was heat and light, elemental magic. The sun, the stars. I wrapped my arms around Gemma’s waist and lifted her off the ground. We floated. Her power and mine joined. Tiny tendrils of flame circled around us as I led her to the bed.

      I hadn’t planned for it. Every rational bone in my body told me it was too soon. We didn’t know enough about each other. Her coven had been an enemy to my kind in centuries past. She had admitted to me that those she served with wished to do me harm now. But, as Gemma’s body heat rose, as her scent enveloped me, nothing mattered but the two of us.

      “Finn,” she gasped. She lay on the bed, writhing, reaching for me. I don’t remember her taking her clothes off, or mine. She was naked though. Her skin milky white and smooth. Her pert, dark nipples stood on end. She had long, strong legs and delicate feet. I trailed my fingers over the toned curve of her shoulder. Then, I licked along her collarbone, loving how she threw her head back, exposing her throat to me.

      I put a hand on her knee, then gently pushed it flat. She moaned, arching her back, presenting herself to me. I leaned back, kneeling at the edge of the bed as I stroked myself. I wanted to look at her forever.

      I’d never seen anything so beautiful. She glowed. Her magic stoked, her skin had an amber sheen. Her lids were hooded. I reached for her, running a finger up her thigh, teasing her folds. When her eyes snapped open at the pleasure I gave her, the pupils were gold with living flame. My fire witch. My fated mate.

      “I want you,” I said. “I wanted you the second I saw you. Before that even. Your fire drew me here. I’m sure of it.”

      “Please,” she begged. “I can’t talk. I can’t think. I just...I want!”

      She reached for me, letting out a growl worthy of a dragon. She spread her legs wide. Oh, God. She was beautiful there too. She opened for me. Her sex glistening. I had to taste her. Gemma squealed, her lust rising as I ran the tip of my tongue over her tiny, sensitive bud. Then, I plunged it inside of her, drinking in her nectar. She was just as sweet as I dreamed.

      She was mine.

      I knew it all along. Mine. I would never leave her. She could turn me away, but I would never let any harm come to her. I made a silent oath as she thrust her hips, finding an ancient rhythm, spurring me on.

      “Finn,” she whispered. “Please. I need you. I can’t wait.”

      Oh, I wanted her to beg. I loved the idea of teasing her, pushing her to her limits. I wanted to tie her to this bed and take my time with her, savoring every moan, every sigh, every plea for release. But, something changed in Gemma. Her fire gathered strength. As she pumped her hips, her body begging to be filled, she was starting to lose control again.

      Sparks skittered along her arms. I moved up, licking her hard nipples. She threaded her fingers through my hair, pulling me down to her. “More!” she gasped. “I need more!”

      She raked her nails down my back, fire shooting from her fingertips. She scored me. An instant of pain blossomed to irresistible pleasure. Oh, yes, I wanted her to mark me. Brand me. Later, when the time was right, when she fully understood what it meant, I wanted to do the same to her.

      She found my cock, sliding her fingers gently around it. I ached for her. I twitched in her hand with pulsing pleasure. Gemma pushed me back on my heels. She rose, looking up at me with the most sinful expression. Her eyes still glinted gold and her seductive smile melted me.

      She was a virgin. I don’t know how I knew. But, the fire she wielded was far too strong for her to risk this with just any man. The moment I thought it, a territorial rage shot through me. I let out a roar that shook the foundation. Gemma quieted me with a gentle lick along my shaft. She took me in her mouth, stroking me at the root. God, she was unschooled, but her instincts were perfect.

      She was so good. Almost too good. My lust rose. Pressure built. Another moment of her sweet mouth and I’d lose control. She wanted me to. I wanted something more. I wouldn’t brand her today, but I would make her mine another way.

      I guided her back to the bed. My cock ached to leave her sweet mouth. I pressed her knees flat and she arched her back.

      “Are you sure?” I whispered.

      She nodded, gasping. “Please! If we don’t...oh, God. Oh, Finn. It’s getting away from me.”

      It was. Her fire crackled. The lights flickered, brightened, then went out. She’d caused an electrical surge. This was dangerous. I should have waited. I should have taken her somewhere safer, outdoors, far away from Durness or civilization. There was no time to lose.

      I positioned myself between her legs, guiding my cock home. She screamed my name as I entered her. She was so open, so wet. But, my instincts were right. I was her first. God, her heat. Her tight little walls twitched as I edged inside of her. Gentle at first. Then, Gemma’s instincts and lust took over. She reared up, wrapping her legs around my waist. She drew me down on her, pulling me as deep as I could go.

      I held myself steady, letting her set the rhythm. She was wild, out of control. Her fire raged, threatening to set off an explosion like she’d done in the woods. I knew what to do. I let my own fire come. I let my dragon out just a little. Scales sprung over my shoulders. My vision brightened and I knew she could see the flame behind them.

      She came. An explosion of light. Flame shot up, spreading over the ceiling. I held it for her. With each wave of her orgasm, I took her magic into me. I let her go wild from it. She sparked. A ball of fire hit me squarely in the chest but bounced off, harmless. She grew wetter, opened even wider for me. On and on her orgasm went. My own began to rise.

      As Gemma crested down, my heat simmered. I grabbed her ankles, gently pulling her legs up and out, spreading her into a wide vee. She was so limber. So pliant. I was so deep. Then, I took my pleasure. Her fire joined with mine and grew stronger. A column of blue flame circled us, but didn’t burn. She controlled it. She took what she needed from me and kept her magic in check. I exploded inside of her. I let out another roar that shook the house.

      We were a tangle of limbs. Gemma’s fire cooled. So did mine, but a new heat burned in my core. This was just the beginning. I had so much more to show her.
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        * * *

      

      Gemma slept. I studied her. She had a long, straight nose, high cheekbones, a delicate arch to her brow. She had just the tiniest cleft in her chin. Beautiful. Like some fire goddess.

      “Mmm.” She finally stirred. “What time is it?”

      “It’s late,” I said, stroking her arm. Her eyelids fluttered and she stretched. She smiled, realizing she was still completely naked. She didn’t cover herself though. She let me look. I could sense the heat rising in her core. I knew if I slid a finger between her legs, I’d find her wet and ready for me all over again.

      “Or, it’s early,” I said. “Just before dawn. You’ve’ been asleep for hours.”

      “Have you been watching me?”

      I considered her question. “I’ve been watching over you. You needed the rest. You’ve been through a lot.”

      She turned on her side and rested her head on her arm. She yawned. “That was...Finn...I don’t even know…”

      I leaned down and kissed her softly. She put a hand to my cheek. “How do you feel now?” I asked.

      She sat up. Her hair fell in a shimmering curtain over her shoulder. “Good. Great, actually. I feel...calmer, somehow.”

      “You are. Your magic is...uh...settled.”

      She put a hand in front of her face, spreading her fingers wide. She snapped two fingers together and created a tiny ball of fire about the size of a golf ball. Then, she snapped her fingers again and made it disappear.

      “Wow,” she said. “I haven’t been able to do that for a while. What did you do to me?”

      “I didn’t do anything. That was all you. You...uh...you took what you needed from me.”

      Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m going on instinct here,” I said. “It’s not like there’s much precedent for dragon on witch sex. But, I felt you draw from me. When your fire joined mine, something just clicked, I think.”

      “Hmmm.” Those worry lines hadn’t left her brow. She slid out of bed and found her bra and panties. I hated to watch her dress. I wanted to keep her here forever. But, I knew it wasn’t the safest plan. Durness was a small town. There was a good chance someone saw her come inside. They’d know she spent the night.

      “Gemma, I want to see you again. I think I need to see you again.”

      She pulled her t-shirt over her head and slipped on her jeans. She sat on the bed beside me. “This,” she said, gesturing to the space between us. “I don’t know what this is.”

      I laced my fingers through her hair and pulled her into a kiss, leaving her gasping as I pulled away.

      “I’ve been alone for a really long time,” she said. “I mean, since my parents died.”

      “Who raised you?” I asked.

      “The Coven. Well, the Five actually. I’ve lived with all of them at one point or another. They’re the closest thing I have left to family. And I’m scared, Finn. Scared they’re going to find out the trouble I was having. And scared of what they’re going to do to you.”

      I rose. Fear came into Gemma’s eyes and I knew fire came into mine. “I can take care of myself,” I said. “If they try to do anything to harm you. I’m not asking you to betray your family. But, I won’t let them hurt you. I don’t care who I have to go through to keep that from happening.”

      “We should tell them,” she said. “We should tell them who you are. I know it sounds crazy, but I know you. You said you wouldn’t let anyone hurt me. So, I know you know that taking coven lands away would hurt me. So, sign it over to us. Don’t give them a reason to have to take action.”

      Again, I felt split in two. The heat of the dragonstone beneath my bed reached me. It would be so easy to tell her about it. I trusted Gemma. But, I didn’t trust the rest of her coven. Not yet.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “I’ll talk to my family. But, Gemma, you have to keep my secret. The coven can’t know what I am. I know you think you owe them your life, but we’re dealing with something ancient. Something that goes further back than the both of us.”

      She cocked her head to the side, considering something. “You’re old, aren’t you?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know why it hadn’t occurred to me before. But now, it’s like...I feel it. Finn, you’re like really, really old.”

      I smiled. “Do I look really, really old?”

      She blushed. Then, she reached for me, tracing her finger over my abs. “Mmm, you don’t look a day over two hundred. But, seriously, when were you born?”

      I hesitated. But, she already knew almost everything. I had secrets to keep, but I wouldn’t tell her lies. “I’m three hundred and four. But, that doesn’t really mean much in dragon years. Dragons and their mates can live for thousands of years.”

      Her face went white as she processed the information. Then, she let out a breath. “Oh, boy. Okay then. Wow. I have...so many questions. So, you’re immortal.”

      “No,” I said. “Just long-lived. And, there’s not much that can kill a dragon except for…”

      She put a hand up. “Except for dragonstone,” she said. “I’ve heard that legend too. And I know metal forged with dragonfire is the only thing strong enough to bind any other kind of shifter. Witches too. And that dragonblood has healing powers. Is that it? Is that what you did to me?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, then realized I didn’t have one. But no, it wasn’t my blood that gave her back some control of her magic. And I had no idea how long it would last.

      Gemma’s phone buzzed. She jumped, startled. She took it out and her eyes widened.

      “Oh, shit,” she said. “Finn, I’m sorry. I have to go. It’s the Five. They’re looking for me. It won’t take much for them to figure out I came here.”

      “Okay,” I said, leaning forward to kiss her again. “But promise me you’ll be careful. Don’t take chances you don’t need to. And if you feel like you’re about to set something on fire again that you shouldn’t, call me.”

      She smiled and gave me a salute. “Roger that.”

      “And I want to see you again. Tonight.”

      Her cheeks flamed red. “I...I don’t...I’ll try. That’s all I can promise.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      She hesitated, tapping her fingers on the doorframe. Her sultry smile stirred my loins again. It took every ounce of willpower I had not to throw her back on the bed and take her again. I knew the same thought ran through her mind. But, her phone rang again. She was right. It would do neither of us any good if the coven showed up on my doorstep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gemma

      

      

      The coven was at my doorstep. Timothy, Benny, Paula, and Miles stood outside the front entrance to the gift shop. Jonas was off to the side looking pitiful at least. He mouthed an “I’m sorry,” as I adjusted the shoulder strap of my purse and took a steadying breath. Karina and Chelsea Burnett were there too. I was horrified that they’d dragged an eleven-year-old girl into this. From the window, I saw Delia peering out. She’d at least denied them entry to the store until I got here. Still, this felt like an ambush.

      “Where have you been?” Paula asked. When Jonas tried to step forward, she put a hand on his arm.

      “Out,” I said. My anger rose. I wasn’t some teenager out past her curfew. This was my home. My place of business.

      “We need to talk,” Timothy said. “We’ve been trying to call you. You should have answered your phone.”

      I had a million things to say to them. They couldn’t order me around. If I felt like flying halfway across the country or leaving Durness altogether, that was my business. The judgment in their eyes stoked the fire inside me. Maybe my eyes flashed. Paula’s jaw dropped and Miles leaned in to whisper something to her.

      “Gemma,” Karina said. “We’ve all been to the woods. We wanted you to come with us. This isn’t a trial.”

      “Really?” I made sure not to look at Chelsea. The child was scared to death. What the hell was Karina thinking making her a part of this? Though I really wished she’d kept her mouth shut, I knew she was just doing what she’d been taught. What we’d all been taught. If any witch saw the signs of another witch out of control, we had to speak up.

      I pushed past Miles and unlocked the front door to the store. “I need to be open for business in about twenty minutes. I’ll give you ten. And not all of you are welcome.”

      My message was clear. If I was being challenged, this was a matter for the Five and no one else. I felt mild guilt as Jonas’s eyes locked with mine. I knew he was trying to help. He’d warned me. If he hadn’t approached me yesterday, this meeting would have come as a complete blindside. Still, I was right. I wasn’t some novice witch learning how to cast spells. I was Gemma Hayes. I was a member of the Five. As my fingers closed around the doorknob, it heated, becoming red hot. I lifted my chin and my heart hardened. I knew I was ten times stronger than any of them. Maybe more.

      I let out a breath. As it flowed through me, my fire quieted. The doorknob grew cool again. Power and control. One was useless without the other. Something had shifted inside of me over the last twenty-four hours. I wished they would all just go away so I could explore it.

      Delia blocked the door after I went in. She stared hard at the rest of them. Then, she turned to me.

      I have a thing or two to say to you.

      She transmitted her thoughts to me, unspoken. Delia’s eyes glowed. She didn’t use her powers like that much anymore. The air around her seemed charged.

      I know. I answered her back. Then, she moved to the side, letting the rest of them in. I was more scared of Delia’s wrath than theirs.

      We went to the back room. Murmurs rose among them. It occurred to me they weren’t all on the same page about how to deal with me. It wasn’t hard to figure out where they fell. Timothy and Benny would call for caution. Miles would be ready to fight. I would have expected Paula to rally to my side. She was the most maternal of the bunch. In her mind she often thought of me as one of her kids. The daughter she never had.

      “Out with it,” I said. “You all think you know something about me. I’m not in the mood for diplomacy.”

      “We’re worried about you, that’s all,” Timothy said. “We have reason to believe there was some type of incident out in the woods the other day. We want to hear your side of it.”

      “I’ll save you the trouble,” I said. “Chelsea was out there trying to declare. Karina’s been sending her out there. I know she’s worried. Chelsea’s getting old not to have shown any powers at all. She saw me do something she didn’t understand. Then, she did what we’re all taught to do. She reported it.”

      “We saw the aftermath,” Paula said. “Trees rendered to ash. The kind of heat that had to have taken. When no one saw the burn from here in town.”

      “What else did you see?” I asked. This was dangerous ground. I was skirting the truth, protecting Finn. As far as I could tell, Chelsea hadn’t seen him. His cloaking spell didn’t work on me, but it did on her. I said a silent thanks for that.

      “What do you mean?” Benny asked.

      I pressed my advantage, crossing my arms in front of me I took two steps toward him. “I mean, what else did you see? Did it look like a controlled burn to you?”

      “That’s not the point!” Miles shouted. “We don’t burn things like that in the wilderness.”

      “We burn things all the time,” I said. “You of all people should know that. It’s how we test the limits of our power.”

      “She’s right,” Benny said. “Those burn marks weren’t random. It was a circle.”

      “You don’t do that kind of thing without telling someone!” Paula yelled. “It’s dangerous. Reckless. You could have done real damage. I mean, for heaven’s sake, you could have seriously hurt Chelsea. Admit it, you didn’t even know she was close by.”

      My gut twisted. I was lying to all of them. At least, I was dealing in half-truths. Still, I knew in my heart that Chelsea Burnett was never in any danger that day. Except, it wasn’t me who would have been able to save her.

      “Enough,” Miles said. “We’re spinning our wheels here. You haven’t been yourself for weeks, Gemma. You can make all the excuses and try to spin what you did out there all day long. The fact is, there’s enough evidence raised to make a challenge warranted. So, I’m issuing it. Prove to us right here and now that you have control of your powers.”

      A gasp went around the room. Benny and Timothy looked sick to their stomachs. There was a crash in the store behind us as something fell to the ground. Delia shouldn’t have been, but she was listening.

      “A challenge,” I said, my anger boiling. “You want to submit me to a council challenge?”

      “Yes!” Miles didn’t back down. No member of the Five had challenged another like this in living memory. It should have terrified me. Maybe a week ago, it would have. But, right then, right there, it emboldened me.

      “Miles, wait,” Benny said. “Everybody just hold on. You’re talking out of anger. No, fear, more likely. With everything going on, we’re all just on edge. Let’s talk about this. Let’s not forget the real threat. It’s Brandhart. It’s the land deal. It’s not going to help anything if we start fighting amongst ourselves.”

      “I’m not fighting,” Miles said. “I’m asking for a simple challenge. If Gemma really does have control of her powers, she can prove that in a second. If she doesn’t, well...we need to know that too. And it’s my right to bring this forward as the only other fire mage on the council. No, not my right. It’s my responsibility.”

      White sparks crackled from my fingertips. The smell of ozone filled the air.

      “Jesus Christ on a cross!” Timothy said. “Here? You wanna do this here? Now? Emotions are too dang high right now. One of you is liable to set the building on fire.”

      “Only if one of us lacks control,” Miles said. “I’ve kept my tongue for too long. There’s something off about you, Gemma. I’ve felt it. There’s white heat all around you. It shifts and ripples. It’s not normal.”

      “Really?” I said, taking a step toward him. “What about now? Huh? What do you sense now, Miles?”

      His face fell. His eyes flickered, searching my face. This was a dangerous game, but one I knew I could win. For the first time in months, I knew the edges of my power. Strength poured through me. It was as if every nerve ending in my body lit with flame. It pulsed and rose.

      I was invincible. I was everything. Timothy was right. If I wanted to set the whole building on fire I could do it in a split second.

      “Well?” I asked, keeping my gaze locked on Miles. I felt his magic rising to the surface. The Source might be the same, but his felt so much different than mine. Inferior. He had an old strength. Honed. Schooled. And he could do damage if he wanted. Still, in my mind’s eye I knew he was no match for me.

      “An orb!” he commanded, earning a smile from me.

      A simple orb of light. It was a fitting test. When they’re young, just learning the limits of their powers, most fire mages can’t manage that type of spell. But, for older, more seasoned mages, it was one of the most useful.

      An orb is an ancient protection spell. At its simplest form, it’s merely a light source. It can be a beacon. And it can be a ward.

      I took a breath, gathering my magic around me. The air shifted as a pocket of heat formed around me. Miles’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected me to accept the challenge so readily. I was calling his bluff.

      “Miles!” Paula cried.

      I lifted my right hand, holding the palm flat, facing upward. I didn’t look at it. I didn’t need to. I closed my eyes and let the energy flow through me. The orb grew from a tiny speck of light, getting bigger and bigger until it was the size of a basketball.

      Timothy stepped back, shielding his eyes. It was dangerous to look directly at it. The ball of light swirled and spun. The surface of it crackled with tiny bolts of lightning. The room brightened, as if the roof had blown off and the sun shone down.

      Then, I started showing off. I lowered my hand but kept the orb suspended in place. I didn’t need to see it. I felt it. It was part of me. I turned my back on it and started toward the door.

      “For heaven’s sake, Miles,” Benny said. “What more do you need?”

      I looked over my shoulder and smiled. Miles’s expression shifted like a kaleidoscope. First, there was a flash of anger. No matter what else he was, Miles Marvin didn’t like being wrong. But, he was also a fire mage like me. He respected my power. His face brightened, his mouth curved into a smirk. Then, he took his index finger and passed it through the ball of light. It crackled. Flames shot out, striking him in the arm. It didn’t hurt him though. It was just a warning. More importantly, the orb maintained its shape.

      “Enough,” Paula said. “We’ve seen enough.”

      I turned, leaning against the wall. I lifted two fingers and waved them through the air. The orb spun at dizzying speed. Then, its light dimmed and it shrank to just a pinpoint of light. As the others looked on, the light flamed one last time, then went out.

      The room held the weight of their silence. Benny and Timothy smiled at me with pride. Miles’s eyes held respect. Only Paula still looked scared.

      “All right then,” Miles said. “I think we’re done here.”

      With no further discussion, they all left the storeroom and headed out into the alley. I exhaled.

      My power still coiled through me. It was mine again. I was in control. At the same time, another truth rippled through me. It was temporary. Maybe borrowed. It was Finn. What we shared last night had changed me. Tapping into his power had allowed me to better control my own.

      And it all made me a liar to the Five. What would they do if they ever found out?

      “You’re lucky,” Delia said. I jumped. I hadn’t even heard her open the door.

      “And you’re eavesdropping when you know you shouldn’t be,” I said.

      “Hmmph. It’s not like any of you were trying to be quiet. You just be careful, honey. I’ve known them far longer than you have. And I don’t like where they’re heading with any of this.”

      She knew. How the hell could she know?

      “It has to be you,” she said. “You know that, right?”

      I did, and I didn’t. Delia Bradbury talked in riddles. But, she was right. The Five were headed down a path that could hurt Finn Brandhart. It would be up to me to stop it.
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      “You’re going to have to give her some kind of answer,” Xander said. He sat at the head of the conference room table in our Chicago skyrise office overlooking Lake Michigan. He’d been the one to call the meeting. I hated leaving Gemma for even a few hours, but it felt good to be here too.

      Xander was different. Since he’d found his own fated mate, his dragon had grown even stronger. His cheeks flushed with a healthy glow as he straightened his tie. Gideon sat beside him. He looked tired. He and Grace had come back from Knoydart with their new baby, Amelia. She was perfect, beautiful. A marvel.

      Loch stared at me. He seemed most in tune to my moods lately. It was the same for me with him. Only I knew about his late night flights across the ocean. He was testing himself. One day, he feared his shift would be his last and he’d lose control for good.

      Kian sat alone at the end of the table. He barely talked anymore. He looked haggard, his hair long, unkempt. He spent most of his time in the tunnels underground. We all expected he’d be the first to turn feral. I pushed those thoughts out of my mind. There was hope for him. There had to be. Before Gemma, I’d started to lose it for myself. Now, I knew better. Kian had a mate out there, somewhere. So did Loch. I just hoped they’d find them in time.

      Then there was me. I was still keeping secrets from my brothers. I knew I should take Gideon and Xander aside. There was no risk that either of them would make a play for Gemma. Still, my protective nature won out. There was still time.

      “I’ve made a contact within the coven,” I said. “And they’re on edge. We close on the land in two days.”

      “And they’re going to try to stop you before that happens,” Gideon said. “Just like Avelina predicted.”

      “Then, they’ll see the kind of power they’re up against,” Loch said, his anger rising. He was usually so even-keeled. His outburst startled me. I expected that from Kian. Now, he just brooded, barely verbal.

      “Are you sure you should handle this alone?” Xander asked.

      “It’s what Avelina wants,” I said, my tone snapping more than I knew was necessary. Xander caught my eye, never missing a trick.

      “Well, okay then,” he said. “But you know to call for backup. This affects all of us. Either we have another enemy out there, or it goes no further than the wolf pack that stole that dragonstone.”

      Gideon let out a grunt. The wolf pack in question was his wife’s family. Their marriage and Amelia’s birth had sealed a truce between us. Still, it would be a long time before any of us could truly trust wolf shifters.

      “We’re done here, then,” I said, anxious to get airborne and back to Durness. Xander and Gideon ran through a few other mundane updates about our family holdings. I sat patiently, quietly, but my foot tapped against the floor. When Xander adjourned the meeting, he passed a look to Gideon and asked me to stay. My brothers obliged, leaving the two of us alone.

      “What’s going on?” Xander said. “You’re bouncing off the walls. What’s really going on in Durness?”

      “Why does anything have to be going on?” It was dangerous not to tell him. But, it felt dangerous to tell him. There was no escaping the fact that Gemma Hayes was a fire mage. She belonged to the most powerful coven in history. Circean witches were not our friends.

      “Because I know you. And I know what this is. You forget, it wasn’t too long ago that I went through it myself. This someone...this member of the coven. It’s a woman, isn’t it?”

      I dropped my head. I knew coming here was a mistake. One look and Xander had me figured out. “Xander…”

      He came to me, putting a firm hand on my shoulder. Xander’s eyes flashed with understanding. His dragon was there, just below the surface. “Are you sure about her?”

      I swallowed hard. My heart thundered inside my chest. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t lie to my brother, not even to protect Gemma. But, I felt no judgment in Xander’s eyes. He was right. He understood.

      “She’s mine,” I said. “I thought I was maybe dreaming it or wishing too hard when I met her. But then when we...when she…”

      Xander smiled. “Good lord, Finn. You mean you’re already...er...you’ve been with her?”

      That protective fire raged. Xander saw it in my eyes. He took his hand off me and stepped back.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m not trying to be disrespectful. I’m happy for you. Truly. But...a Circean witch? You’re really, really sure?”

      I smiled. “Are you going to stand there and tell me you had any doubts when it came to Shae? And she’s human.”

      Xander raised a brow. “Fair point. But, Avelina’s going to lose her shit. You can’t tell her. Not yet. Not until after you seal the deal with the coven. What’s her name?”

      I held it. Gemma was mine. Revealing anything more about her, even to Xander, didn’t feel right. Not yet. He held up his hand in surrender.

      “Never mind. Well, what does she say about all of this? Does she think the coven will perform the spell on the stone?”

      My eyes dropped to the floor. “I...it’s…”

      Xander laughed. “Oh, boy. You haven’t told her. Finn, it’s not going to get easier by waiting. She knows you’re a...she knows what you are?”

      “Yes,” I said. “She found me. I was being careful. I swear it. But, she saw me shift.”

      “Didn’t you cloak?”

      “Of course I cloaked. That’s what I’m saying. She saw through it. And don’t ask what I know you’re thinking. No one else has seen me. Just her. My magic…”

      Xander’s smile made deep creases in the corners of his eyes. “Just her. Right. Your cloaking spell wouldn’t work on your fated mate. Well, congratulations. I mean that. But, you’re playing with literal fire. I really think you should let Gideon or me go back to Durness with you and try to broker this deal with the coven. You’re too close to it now.”

      “No!” I said, my dragon getting restless. “No. It has to be me. I made a promise to her. She trusts me. And you’re right. It’s time for me to tell her the real reason I came to Durness.”

      Xander shook his head. “It’s past time. Brother, you should have said something before you...uh...slept with her.”

      I glared at him. He took another step back, gesturing his surrender.

      “I have to go,” I said.

      “Yes, you do,” he said. “I’m surprised you’ve been able to keep your composure for as long as you have. In those early days with Shae, I couldn’t stand to be away from her for even a minute. And here you are on the other side of the country.”

      The urge to take flight nearly drove me to my knees. I would have burst straight through the windows if Xander hadn’t stepped forward to put a steadying hand on me.

      “The roof’s that way,” he said, pointing up. He laughed when I let out a growl.

      I said a quick goodbye, taking to the stairs, not trusting myself in the elevator. Loch was up there. He had something to say, but my urge to shift and get to Gemma’s side burned through me. I felt guilty for not explaining, but my brother must have sensed something in me. He stepped aside and merely waved goodbye.

      My dragon ripped forth. It felt so good to have the wind running over my body, stretching my wings. The skies were clear as the afternoon gave way to dusk. I covered the ground at record speed, heading west. The lake, mountains, farmland, it all whizzed by as I went supersonic. More than anything, I wanted to take Gemma with me. My flight would fuel her magic. I knew it in my heart.

      As I banked to the right and saw the distant shores of the ocean ahead of me, I tested the bounds of my power. I called to her.

      I need to see you. Can you get away?

      I closed my eyes, letting instinct take over. It was faint. Just a tickling in my belly. But, I felt her. Gemma’s scent reached me even from up here.

      Where are you?

      Coming to you. Go to the waterfall.

      I sensed some hesitation from her. Then, her pulse quickened. Like me, logic stood no chance against the growing passion we felt. The other night had just been a taste of what we could be to each other. But, I knew there were too many secrets between us. She had to know all of it. She had to know what she was. What I was. And why I was here. Damn him, Xander was right. He was always right.

      It took me no more than an hour to fly from Chicago to northern California. I could go even faster if I wanted. What a thrill it would be to take Gemma to my ancestral lands in Scotland. Instinct told me her magic would soar at the foot of the volcano of Knoydart.

      For now though, I would settle for Gemma’s ancestral lands and the magic they held.

      She was waiting for me, just like I knew she would. She stood just outside the circle of ash from the fire she made. She faced the waterfall, her hair blowing back as the wind I made reached her.

      Slowly, gently, I landed in front of her. Gemma’s eyes sparked as she took in my dragon. I reared my head back and let out a screech that only she could hear. I spread my wings wide as she came to me. She was tentative at first, marveling at the many colors of my scales. Then, she ran her fingers along the ridges of my wings.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered. “I never thought…”

      I couldn’t stand not holding her. Not kissing her. Instinct told her what to do. She stepped back, giving me room to shift. I came into myself. Then, Gemma came into my arms.

      “It’s seamless,” she said. “I’ve seen other shifters. Wolves. Bears. Their shifts can be violent, bone-cracking things. But you...it’s like music. It’s so smooth.”

      “I’m not like other shifters,” I smiled.

      I loved her. The knowledge slammed into me. I wanted to tell her but knew it was far too soon. I wanted to share so much more with her. Powerful need took over.

      I hadn’t planned for this. Not now. Not here. But, as Gemma ran her hand over my shoulder, tracing the outline of my muscles, desire gripped me. She responded on instinct, pulling up the flowing dress she wore.

      It would be quick. The danger of being caught was real. I couldn’t cloak her unless I shifted.

      “Hurry,” she whispered. “I need you. Oh, God. So much!”

      I needed her too. Once again, her magic swirled, making sparks of lightning shoot across the ground. She controlled them this time. There was no danger of wildfire.

      Still naked from my shift, this was so easy. So right. She was ripe for me as I slid inside of her, still standing. Gemma brought her leg up, hooking it over my hip. From this angle, I could take her so deeply.

      She came almost instantly, throwing her head back. Out here in the woods, she could scream out her pleasure. I couldn’t hold back. I poured myself into her, loving the green fire that swirled around her.

      She was mine and I was hers. And now there could be no more secrets between us.

      Later, we watched the stars come out. Gemma peeled out of her clothes and leaned against me. It was natural, comfortable. I took my time exploring her body. We sat in silence but pure intimacy.

      “The Five challenged me,” Gemma finally said. My spine stiffened. I turned her in my arms until she faced me.

      “Did they hurt you?” I fought to keep my voice even.

      “No! Oh, God, no. But Finn, they knew. Someone saw me the other day, starting that fire. If you hadn’t been here, maybe I would have…”

      “I was here,” I said. “And you and I both know you wouldn’t have even called your magic like that if it weren’t for the shock of seeing me. We were both to blame for that. And we handled it together.”

      She tore a hand through her hair. “Everything is just so...so mixed up. Something’s different. I feel like I’m lying to the people who care about me most. My family. But, I’m so scared about what happens if they find out about you.”

      My jaw tightened. It was now or never. “Gemma, I’ve been lying too. To my family. About you.”

      “This isn’t supposed to happen, is it?” she said. “You and I. Witches and dragons.”

      “We aren’t witches and dragons. We’re Finn and Gemma. And I think you already know the truth.”

      She pulled herself away from me. Tears glistened in her eyes. “I don’t know what’s happening to me. I’m losing it. I mean, I really am. You’ve seen it. You know what I mean. And then...you’re here. And we...I… I passed the challenge. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Ever since we...uh...were together...your fire...you did something to me. You have to tell me what it was. I have to understand.”

      “Gemma…”

      She was on the edge. “The truth. It has to be the truth. Are you doing it? Or is this me?”

      “What?”

      “I’m serious!” She nearly screamed it. “Is this my power or yours?”

      I smiled. “Gemma, I think if you search your heart you’ll find the answer to that.”

      “No! Not that. Don’t evade. Tell me the truth. What is this? Is it real?”

      I reached for her. I locked eyes with her. “It’s real. It’s the most real thing I’ve ever experienced. And I don’t have all the answers. It’s not like there’s a ton of precedent for what we are. But, this isn’t me. Your powers are yours. But...I think both of our powers are connected to each other. Don’t you understand? Isn’t it obvious?”

      “No!” Tears spilled down her cheeks. God, she was terrified.

      “Gemma, you’re my fated mate. You know about shifters. You know what that means. I think maybe it’s possible that you’ve been having so much trouble with your magic lately, because, well, we belong to each other.”

      Her mouth dropped. The fear seemed to leave her, but I can’t say it was acceptance that filled her expression.

      “I have to go.”

      I sighed. “Gemma, you have to face this. We can face it together. There’s more I have to tell you. I asked you to trust me once. I still need you to. But, for the rest of it, we have to go back to Mrs. Harris’s house. There’s something I need to show you.”

      She could have run. I sensed her need to. But, Gemma straightened her back and gave me a nod. She might not have understood all of it yet, but for now, she would stay. I just prayed she wouldn’t hate me when I told her the rest.
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      Finn moved with purpose, taking powerful strides as he led me to the master bedroom of the boarding house. I still crackled with the energy of our coupling and the spell I cast in front of the Five. At the same time, I felt a bit of my control ebbing away.

      Fated mates. That’s what Finn had said. I had a hard time letting the words sink in. And yet, they felt true. The moment he uttered them, my whole being shifted. Yes! The word echoed in my mind. Yes. Finn was mine. He was made for me. Why else would his magic seem to fit so well inside of me?

      He took my hand and guided me to the bed. Desire simmered, but I knew we hadn’t come here for that. Soon though, if I wanted it. Except now, everything physical between us took on a different meaning. Did I want this? Did I want him? His eyes went dark as if to say, “not until you know everything.” A flutter of fear quickened my pulse.

      “Finn,” I said. “You’re starting to scare me.”

      Over Finn’s shoulder, the sky darkened. Clouds rolled in. The branches swayed on a tall oak tree just outside the window. I felt a snap of energy. There was lightning in the air.

      “Gemma,” he said, his voice so low I could barely hear him. “As much as you want to protect your kind and your coven lands, you know I have to do the same for my family. Two months ago, before I came here, it was simple. I had no doubt where my loyalties lie. It’s always just been my mother and my brothers against the world. I never thought it would be anything else. But you...that you exist...that you’re...that we’re…”

      Sweat broke out between my shoulder blades. My connection to Finn seemed to grow stronger by the minute. Whatever he had to say, I knew things wouldn’t be the same once he finished.

      “Just tell me,” I said. A door slammed shut somewhere deeper in the house, pulled by the rising wind.

      Finn came forward. He reached under the bed and pulled out a wooden box, setting it in his lap as sat beside me. My breath caught. There was magic swirling around it. Whatever was in that box felt like it had a pulse.

      He slowly opened it and took out a deep purple velvet sack with gold ties. He opened it, and a large, cracked stone slipped out. For an instant, I thought I was looking at the largest opal I’d ever seen. Then, realization dawned on me. My jaw dropped. Instinct took over and I reached for the stone, running my fingers along its smooth surface.

      “Is that…”

      “Dragonstone,” Finn said. “Probably the largest source of it left in the world.”

      My mind buzzed. Dragonstone held the most powerful magic of any object on earth. Covens would kill to get their hands on it. I went rigid with understanding. By showing me this, Finn had quite literally put his life in my hands.

      “Is it yours?” I asked. Dragonstone was made from fossilized dragon’s egg. Was this the stone Finn himself had hatched from?

      “No,” he said. “My mother destroyed all of ours as soon as we were born. She figured it was safer that way. It was one thing for her to have to protect five newborn dragon shifters. But, having to find a way to hide that much dragonstone that could be used to kill us in the wrong hands?”

      “She was right,” I said. Still, an ancient craving brewed in me. So much dragonstone. Wasted. The power it held would have rendered its owner virtually invincible.

      “So why do you have this?” I asked.

      Finn turned to me and set the stone on the bed between us. “I told you mated dragons can live for thousands of years. But, unmated dragons…”

      “Mating sickness,” I said. “I know that can happen to some shifters. A sister coven of ours had dealings with a group of bears in northern Michigan who…”

      “Mating sickness among bear shifters is one thing. You can put down a feral bear. But, a feral dragon? Gemma, you have to understand.”

      Suddenly, I did. I’d felt Finn’s power. Fierce. Elemental. Unstoppable. If he or any other dragon ever lost control… I brought my hand to my gaping mouth.

      “You?” I asked, reaching for him.

      “It’s been easier...lately,” he smiled. “But my brothers. Loch and Kian. Especially Kian. They don’t have a lot of time.”

      My head spun.

      “Gideon and Xander have found mates. They’re...they’re cured.”

      My heart twisted. It got hard to breathe. Finn sensed it and reached for me.

      “Gemma, whatever we are...I never want you to be afraid. I never want you to think you have some obligation to me. I’ve told you something that just upended your life. Mine too. I’m not asking you to decide something that’s forever. Not now.”

      I saw his truth in his eyes. Finn Brandhart was my fated mate. If I turned away from him, he would die. No. Worse. He would become something so dangerous, even the most powerful covens in the world may not be able to stop him. My chest felt heavy. I ached for him.

      “Finn,” I said. “Why did you bring this stone here? You know how dangerous it is. This coven...we only deal in light magic. By interfering with coven lands, don’t you see what you’re doing? You’re courting danger.”

      “I know,” he said. “My mother is convinced that the dragon this stone belongs to might still be out there somewhere. She sent me here to see if I could find out where. And she knew your coven would never agree to help me unless…”

      “Unless you held something over our heads?” Bile rose in my throat. He didn’t have to keep explaining. Oh, God.

      “Yes,” he said. I suppose I should have been grateful for his directness. But, my head spun. It was all so much. I was made for Finn. If I didn’t fully mate with him, he’d go mad, becoming a dangerous, feral dragon that no coven or shifter could stop. He came here to provoke my coven.

      “A bargaining chip,” he said. “Gemma, be honest with yourself. If I just showed up here with this dragonstone and asked for your coven’s help, what would have happened?”

      “We would have…” My voice died in my throat. We would have what? I could almost hear Miles and Benny’s voices in my head. On this they would have been in rare immediate agreement. Circean covens don’t just loan out the kind of magic Finn’s request would require.

      “My mother believes you have the power to perform a spell,” he said. “That you can source the magic from this stone.”

      “And then what?” Rain pelted the roof. I caught a chill in the air. Finn’s eyes blazed with blue flame.

      “If the dragon that came from this egg was born after my brothers and me, then they may still be out there somewhere. That matters. If he’s like me, then he may be losing control too.”

      “He? But, you don’t know that.”

      Finn dropped his head. “My mother thinks you might be able to determine that too. If it was a male dragon and there’s a chance he’s still alive. Gemma, if he’s alone, he’s vulnerable. I’ve always had my brothers and my mother to fight by my side and watch my back. A lone dragon is something else altogether. If he were ever captured. There are Tyrannous Alpha wolves out there that would use him. Weaponize him. And if the dragon is female...well…”

      “Then she could be a mate for one of your brothers,” I said. “Finn, that’s sick.”

      His jaw tightened. “And none of us would ever force ourselves on an unwilling partner. I made you an oath pretty much the day we met. I will never let any harm come to you. Not even from me. I’d rather go mad from mating sickness and have my brothers incinerate me in the volcanic fires of Knoydart before ever making you do something you didn’t want.”

      I was torn. I wanted to go to him, take him in my arms and tell him I would never turn him away. I wanted him. At the same time, my loyalty to the coven burned through me too. This magic he wanted from us, it wasn’t what we did. I wasn’t even sure we could pull it off. And it wasn’t just my coven I worried about. A spell of this nature was bound to draw attention from others. Dark mages. The exact kind who had taken my mother and father from me fifteen years ago.

      I shot up, walking to the other end of the room. “You should have told me. Finn, they won’t trust you. You can spin this any way you want, but you’re still talking about interfering with coven lands to get what you want. They won’t respond well to that. They haven’t been responding well to that. It’s bringing out the worst in everyone.”

      “They’ll respond,” he said, rising. His face grew serious. “I wasn’t sent here to take no for an answer.”

      His words struck me like a blow to the chest. “Are you threatening me?”

      “Never,” he said. “But, this matters. I’ll fight to protect my family. I’m asking you to help me. I need you. I wish there were some other way. And you’re right. We were ready to threaten to get what we wanted. That’s how important this is. But, I’m coming to you instead. You know me. You’ve seen my soul. So, I’m asking you to take my case to the coven.”

      I crossed my arms in front of me. “And if they still say no?” A muscle jumped in his jaw. I hated this. He wouldn’t say it. God. Would his family really deprive mine of their own lands?

      The blow came from the side. The window burst open, spraying glass all over the room. Finn reacted. He threw his body between mine and the source of the danger. The wind screamed in protest. Something sucked the air straight from my lungs.

      Finn threw me to the corner of the room. He took a protective stance in front of me, facing the broken window. He saw nothing. His eyes went wild as he pushed against his dragon. I knew if he shifted now, he’d tear the room...the whole house apart.

      Another blast of wind hit him square in the chest. He rocked to the side, but the force of it was nowhere near strong enough to put him off his feet. I knew by instinct it could have ripped me apart.

      “Where is it?” Finn shouted. He turned left then right trying to see something that wasn’t there.

      I tried to get my feet under me. This was strong magic, but familiar. Finn’s eyes were pure blue fire. A growl rumbled through him. He wouldn’t need to fully shift to do deadly damage if the mage actually showed himself.

      “Stop!” I yelled. I summoned my own fire. Another orb of light shot from my fingertips and hovered in the center of the room.

      “Illuminate!” I said, rising. The room brightened. Little tongues of flame played on the surface of the orb I’d created. The inside of that room became a cyclone. Pictures pulled from the walls. The bed spun. Finn got me behind him again.

      A shadow moved to my left. It was enough. I could make out the form.

      “Jonas? Show yourself!”

      “Traitor!” Jonas’s disembodied voice filled the air. Good God. How had he gotten so strong?

      I stood my ground and put a hand on Finn. I don’t know how long Jonas had been out there. Long enough to hear things that he couldn’t possibly understand.

      “Jonas,” I said. “Listen to me. This isn’t what you think. I’m not your enemy. Neither is Finn. I need you to get a hold of yourself so we can talk. Finn won’t hurt you and you can’t hurt him.”

      Had he been there long enough to hear that Finn was a dragon? I felt torn in two trying to save my old friend from himself. At the same time, the threat to my mate was real.

      My mate. Instinct took over and the orb I’d made turned into a fireball. I started to lose control. I felt Jonas lose control too. The wind picked up.

      “No!” I screamed. Then, everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Jonas reacted. I felt the crackling energy of the attack spell he threw at Finn. I felt Finn’s pulse quicken. His fire rose with mine.

      It happened so fast. I didn’t think to counter. But, Finn’s fire rose and joined with mine. The orb of fire became a bomb. He blasted it against the source of the threat. Jonas.

      Jonas screamed as light exploded all around him, revealing him. He was thrown against the wall so hard, part of it caved in. Then, he slid to the ground with all the wind and light knocked out of him.

      The storm came to an end.

      “Oh, God!” I pushed my way past Finn. His dragon eyes blazed. He breathed heavily, trying to regain control.

      Jonas landed on his back, staring at the ceiling. His pupils had gone pure white as his own magic, thrown back, held him suspended between this world and the next.

      “Is he dead?” Finn gasped.

      I shook my head. “No. But, I think it’s worse. Oh my God. Finn. What have we done?”

      Finn came to my side and pulled me to him. I felt the call coming from all sides. The coven had sensed what happened here.

      “We have to go,” I said. I acted on instinct to protect my mate. Finn grabbed the dragonstone from the ground and put an arm around me.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let me get you somewhere safe.”

      Shouts came from outside. Finn threw a cloaking spell as he took us through the blown-out window and let his wings unfurl.
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      Danger came from all around. I shielded Gemma with my body. Her magic broke free in a shower of sparks as we cleared the rooftop. She was screaming something, but I couldn’t hear it under the beating of my wings.

      I would kill for her. I would die for her. I would take on her entire coven if it meant keeping her safe.

      Instinct burned through me and I banked hard right, leaving the hazy vista of Mount Shasta far behind.

      “Finn!” Gemma screamed. She beat against my chest. She was angry with me, but she was safe.

      I went supersonic. I felt the breath leave Gemma’s lungs and her anger melted away. She felt the full force of my magic as I spread my wings. This was as fast as I could fly. I’d given no conscious thought to where I would go, but instinct drove me all the way. We’d left one ancient volcano behind; I was drawn to another.

      Just before dawn, we broke through the clouds and left the ocean below us. The lush green Scottish Highlands spread before us and I began to glide.

      Knoydart.

      The volcano rose below us in mist-shrouded magic. Gemma gasped as I picked a rocky place and landed. There were caves behind us, leading down the slope. A river of lava churned below and steam came up from the ground.

      Gemma stepped to the ledge on shaky legs. Her eyes glowed with fire. Her hair whipped up, caught in the magic as she looked down. Then, she turned to me. Her skin glistened. Her fire surged. Little sparks shot from her fingertips and swirled around her body. And yet, I felt her control.

      It was this place. Witches connect to the Source. It’s a bit like that for dragons too, I guess. The well of my magic came from this place. My heart. My blood. And now I could share it all with her.

      “Finn,” she said.

      “Are you all right?”

      She blinked hard. Tears glistened in her eyes. “You know I am. Is there anything I’m feeling that you can’t feel too?”

      I smiled and went to her. “It works like that, I guess. But, we’re not mated, Gemma. Not fully. I meant what I said, I would never force you to…”

      She put a hand up to silence me. “No. Not now. I can’t. Please. Finn, what have we done? I have to go back.”

      “No!” My voice thundered, stirring the lava below us. The wind picked up and I felt my fire rage.

      “No,” I said more softly. “It’s not safe for you in Durness. You’re right. There’s nothing you feel that I can’t feel right along with you. That mage…”

      “Jonas,” she said. “His name was...is Jonas. And he’s been like a brother to me.”

      “He wasn’t acting like a brother,” I said. “And I think there are some things that I can feel that you can’t. He came there to do harm. And he didn’t care who got in the way.”

      Her tears fell. “He was scared. Confused, I think. I don’t know how much he heard. Enough to know your plans to use the coven.”

      “I would never use you.”

      “He doesn’t know that. Finn, you...your magic. It’s so pure, so powerful. It called to me the second you set foot in Durness. I understand why now. But, we can’t stand here and pretend that it hasn’t changed me. Jonas has been sensing that change all along. He was the one who took his concerns to the coven.”

      “And they submitted you to a challenge because of it,” I said. Things may have gotten out of hand back there, but I knew in my heart Jonas would have hurt Gemma, badly.

      “He just doesn’t understand. If I’d had a chance to explain.”

      “There was no time,” I said, my voice booming. “And I will never apologize for protecting you. I don’t care where the threat comes from.”

      “I do! Oh, Finn. This is impossible. I think there’s a reason why dragons and witches aren’t supposed to be together. When I’m with you, God. It’s everything. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I’m stronger. It gives me access to something I never knew existed.”

      I went to her. “That’s what being fated mates means. We’re both stronger together than we are apart.”

      “But, witches don’t work like that,” she said. “There’s a reason why we formed covens. Why we have a Council of Five. Checks and balances. One witch with too much power over others is dangerous.”

      “Your magic is light,” I said. “I’ve seen the essence of it.”

      She touched my face. “I think you are the essence of it. And that’s what I’m afraid of.”

      I kissed her palm. “You don’t draw strength from me, Gemma. And I don’t draw it from you. We draw it together, I think. But, you let me control mine better than I could without you. And I know it’s the same for you. I don’t know how it works. I just know how it feels.”

      She ripped herself away from me. “Oh, God. This is so hard. Why does it have to be so hard? I feel like...I feel like I have to choose. I can’t be in the coven and be with you.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Don’t you? Then why have you been so willing to coerce them? Your mother knows the truth, I think. She knows the coven will never agree to help you. They’ll never willingly give you access to the kind of power you need. Especially when they find out there are dragons out there who are losing control.”

      Anger raged inside of me. “And whose fault is that? We don’t want to talk about ancient history. But, it matters. What’s happened to me and those like me is the fault of witches and shifters. Not you. Not your coven. Never mind the coven lands. You owe us. Maybe this is the first step toward making that right.”

      She sat down on a flat boulder. Her tears flowed freely. “Oh, Finn. How did everything turn into a mess so quickly?”

      I went to her. I pressed my lips against her forehead. I felt her pain. It became my own.

      “I won’t say I’m sorry. I meant what I said. I’ll never apologize for protecting you. You have to trust me. Jonas would have hurt you. I don’t care if it was based on some misunderstanding of what he heard. He saw us both as a threat. I did what I had to do, and I’ll do it a thousand more times to keep you safe.”

      “I just can’t turn my back on everything I ever was before you came into my life,” she said.

      My heart shattered. “I would never ask you to do that.”

      “Being here is doing that,” she said. “Jonas needs me. I don’t know what happened back there.”

      “Are you honestly going to sit there and tell me you didn’t feel what I felt? That you didn’t sense the darkness in him too?”

      She pulled away from me and turned back toward the mountain. “I think maybe he started out trying to protect me too. Or at least the coven. It’s what I would have done. If I’d just been honest, maybe he wouldn’t have been so suspicious. I’ve been hiding what’s happening to me for months. This is my fault. I can’t see it any other way.”

      The lava bubbled up, belching flame. It sent goosebumps over Gemma’s arms. She turned to me.

      “You were born here. All of you. I can feel it. This place feels so familiar. Finn, I’ve seen it before. I think I’ve dreamt of it all my life.”

      I smiled, putting a gentle hand against her cheek. “And I’ve dreamt of you, my love. You belong here. We both do.”

      “But I belong in Durness too. I wish my parents were here.”

      I was going to tell her I did too. I hated for her to suffer any pain, especially when I couldn’t stop it. The tiny hairs rose along my spine. The wind shifted, and I knew we were no longer alone.

      I put a protective arm around Gemma and pulled her away from the ledge. Her breath went out of her as another powerful dragon shot up, born seemingly from the lava itself. She was bold, beautiful with shimmering blue scales tipped in silver. She landed hard, but gracefully, shaking the ground.

      “Finn!” Gemma gasped. I saw my mother through her eyes as if for the first time. Avelina shifted in one seamless movement, drawing her black flowing robe around her as it whipped in the fierce wind. She wore her hair long, platinum white. She was the oldest living dragon in existence and before my brothers took their mates, she was by far the most powerful.

      “Gemma,” I said. “This is my mother. This is Avelina Brandhart.”

      Avelina’s eyes sparkled as she stepped forward and extended her hand to my mate. I felt a little of that protective fire, but a slight nod from my mother put me at ease. She hadn’t come here to start a fight.

      “You must be Gemma Hayes,” she said. My mother’s voice had a silky, smooth quality. Though her hair was the purest white, her brows were darkest brown, almost black. She arched one high to the sky.

      “I am,” Gemma said. She stepped out of my arms and straightened her back. Two women. Both strong, bold, and the last of their kind.

      “Have you come here to help us?” Avelina asked. I opened my mouth to say something, but my mother held up a finger. Her message was clear. She thought this conversation should be just between the two of them.

      “Mrs. Brandhart,” Gemma started.

      “Avelina,” she corrected.

      “Right. Avelina. I’m not sure I can.”

      Avelina’s expression darkened. “Can’t, or won’t?”

      “Maybe both,” Gemma said. She amazed me. My mother was giving her the full force of her gaze. I’d seen her cut kings and warriors down with it. She’d faced up to the most powerful shifters in the world. But, Gemma matched her strength of character. She wasn’t the least bit afraid.

      “You know what’s at stake for us,” Avelina said. “I trust my son has explained it.”

      “He has. And I trust he’s explained to you the problem.”

      Avelina tilted her head slightly. “Let me make myself perfectly clear. I will act to protect my family. My history with the Circean covens goes back centuries, my dear. I know what your land means to you.”

      “And we don’t respond well to threats,” Gemma said.

      “Do you speak for the entire coven?” Avelina asked.

      “Right now, I speak for me. But, in Durness, I’m a member of the Five. Your request goes nowhere if I don’t want it to.”

      “Gemma.” I stepped in. “Let’s talk in private.”

      “No,” Avelina said. “I think the two of you have done enough in private. It’s not working. And there’s no more time to waste.”

      “She’s right,” Gemma said. “Finn, we’ve made things worse for both of our families. It’s time we came clean. I have to go home. I have to tell them what’s happened. I have to try to figure out a way to fix it. And I need to know if Jonas is okay.”

      “Your family,” Avelina said. She walked a circle around Gemma. Gemma held her posture under my mother’s scrutiny. “You lost them. The coven has merely fostered you. Am I right? I heard about what happened to your coven when you were a child. A thing like that doesn’t stay a secret.”

      “We were attacked,” Gemma said. “A group of dark mages from further south tried to break our bond. They failed. My parents paid the price. But, you should know, that’s what happened the last time outsiders tried to take our land from us. I know what you are. I know your power. And I think you know how powerful we are.”

      A beat passed between them. My mother finally smiled. “Fair enough. Maybe you’re right. Maybe there was another way to approach this. What if I decided to trust you, instead?”

      Gemma’s next move thrilled me. It took everything in me not to take her in my arms and kiss her. She took a step forward and met my mother eye to eye. “I’d say you have no other choice.”

      Gemma turned, stepping back to the ledge. It left my mother staring right at me. Her lip twitched as she held back a laugh. This had been a test. Gemma had passed. I gave my mother a nod and went to my mate.

      “Finn,” she said, reaching for me. “I can’t promise you anything. But, it’s time for me to go home.”
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      Finn’s fire skittered along his arms. His eyes flashed. We stood near the waterfall in the place we first met. It was easier for him to cloak himself here. Going back to the boarding house was out of the question. I wasn’t even sure how much of it was left standing.

      “It has to be this way,” I said. “If things were reversed, you wouldn’t want me anywhere near it if you had to go confront your brothers like this.”

      He was practically nonverbal. He let out a roar and a snort. Smoke wafted from his flared nostrils. The odd thing was, I knew he was better. Just like it had for me, our being together made it easier to control his magic. Right now, he was just in an old-fashioned alpha male fury.

      “I don’t like it,” he said, stating the obvious. “Are you going to try telling me Jonas wouldn’t have done some damage to you if I hadn’t been there?”

      I felt remarkably calm under the circumstances. “If you hadn’t been there, he probably wouldn’t have gone on the attack in the first place. I’m not blaming you. Let me make that clear. But we have our ways. You have yours. If you march into the middle of a council meeting with me, the Five will react. They’ll have no choice. We’re doing this my way. No matter what else is going on, I owe them an explanation. Jonas is hurt. I have to see how badly, and I have to make them understand what happened. They won’t listen if you’re there. You’ve been asking me to trust you all this time. Now you have to trust me. Wait here. Stay cloaked. If there’s trouble, I’ll call you.”

      “You won’t have to call me,” he said, his voice low, dripping with menace. “I’ll know in an instant if anyone tries to hurt you. No power on this earth can stop me from getting to you.”

      I swallowed hard. He wanted to talk of power. He’d never seen the full force of the Five before. I just prayed it wasn’t too late to get the council to listen to reason.

      “One hour,” he said. “If you’re not back here by then, I’m coming after you.”

      I went up on my tiptoes and kissed him. It placated him for an instant, but only just. I just had to hope emotions weren’t running too high back in town. I pressed a palm to Finn’s face. He was fire and steel all at once. My dragon. My protector. My mate.

      “I’ll be back.” Smiling, I turned away from him and headed toward town.

      I didn’t need to summon the others. I already knew where I’d find them. The air grew thicker as I came out of the woods toward the center of town. I felt a thrum of energy to the north. Paula had gathered them all. Her fury was palpable. Storm clouds moved in and the wind picked up as I made the turn toward her house at the end of Palmer Lane.

      I thought about stopping at the store. Delia would still be there. She could tell me what I might be walking into. But, the less notice the Five had of my arrival, the better. Plus, I didn’t want to throw Delia in the middle of this. A part of me also worried she’d be against me. I didn’t think I could handle that right now.

      Paula had thrown a protective circle around her house. Wind raged; the trees shook around the perimeter. Inside her white picket fence, the air was calm. Taking a deep breath, I pushed through the magic. It chilled me to the bone. Another day, before Finn, I might not have been able to quiet my own fire. Now, I knew my life...well...my magic might depend on it.

      The Landrys lived in a two-story Victorian with intricate latticework along the roof and blue shutters. I hesitated for a moment, raising a fist to knock. Then, I thought better of it. Paula kept a key under a potted plant in the window. I let myself in, though I figured at least Miles already knew I was here.

      They were all up in Jonas’s room at the top of the stairs. I heard Paula scream as she sensed my entry. Benny and Timothy said something to her in hushed voices. I made my way up and faced them all.

      Paula sat at Jonas’s bedside. He was pale, lifeless, his body rigid. For an instant, I feared the worst. Then, his chest rose and fell with shaky breaths. He was alive. But, he seemed locked inside himself.

      “What have you done?” Paula asked, her voice creaky, almost unrecognizable.

      Timothy and Benny stood behind Paula on the right side of the bed. Miles sat in a chair in the corner. His eyes glinted gold as he watched me.

      Now that I was here, I realized I had no earthly clue what to say. I let out a breath. I had to stick as close to the truth as possible. Telling them Finn’s secret was a last resort. Once again, my loyalties were split in two.

      “Jonas attacked me,” I said.

      “Mrs. Harris found him,” Paula said. “She said he was suspended in the air. The wall had been ripped away.”

      “You’ve been seeing Finn Brandhart behind our backs,” Miles said, his tone measured, but I felt the fury of his fire bubbling just below.

      “Yes,” I said. “But I’m not working against the coven. I would never do that. Jonas followed me. He got the wrong idea…”

      “He knew you were working with him,” Paula spat. “Are you his whore? Is that it? I didn’t believe it. I’ve loved you like my own daughter, Gemma. I took you into my home. Jonas loves you. He was worried about you. He caught you, didn’t he? And you lashed out.”

      “This was an accident,” I said.

      “Only because you can’t control your fire,” Miles said. “I’ve suspected it myself for months. But I didn’t want to betray you. Not until I knew for sure.”

      “She proved herself,” Timothy said. “My God, you all saw it. Miles, you’re the one who challenged her in the first place. Gemma, honey, what’s going on? You have to tell us the full truth.”

      “I’m trying,” I said. “And you’re right, Miles. I have struggled with control. But, I have it now. That is the truth. That was no trick the other day, and you of all people should know it.”

      Paula rose. Her hair and eyes were wild. She had a small cyclone of wind around her. The picture on the wall rattled. Her magic was rising. I felt a shift of focus in the room. The rest of them were starting to fear it was Paula about to lose control.

      “What did you do to him?” she shrieked. “Whatever it was, undo it. Undo it right now!”

      “Let me try,” I said. The words just flew out of my mouth unbidden. The truth was, I had no idea what held Jonas. I had done nothing to him other than deflect the attack magic he’d thrown at me. If anything, his own spell had backfired.

      Timothy and Benny put gentle hands on Paula’s shoulders. She let them guide her away from the bed. Miles got up. I moved to Jonas’s side where Paula had sat. Miles came to the other side, his eyes stone cold as he looked at me. His unspoken message was clear. He’d be watching. Any fire magic I tried to use, he’d be ready to counter.

      “I love Jonas too,” I said. “Have you all forgotten that? Do you honestly think I’d knowingly do anything to hurt him?”

      “You have about thirty seconds,” Paula said. She strained against Benny and Timothy.

      I took Jonas’s hand. His skin was cool to the touch. His pulse was faint and erratic. I looked for something, any sign at all that he could hear me. The truth was, I didn’t even really know what I was doing here.

      I closed my eyes and let out a steady breath. I reached out with my mind.

      Jonas? Are you in there? Let go of it. Whatever you did. Just let go. Finn’s gone. I’m safe. We all are. Come back and let me explain.

      Nothing. Jonas’s mind was completely quiet. A slight breeze lifted my hair, but that was the only other trace of magic I felt. This wasn’t my magic holding him, nor Finn’s either. If Paula could calm down enough to listen to reason or even listen to her son, she’d sense it too. This was wind magic at play. I had no doubt.

      “I’m not the one doing this,” I whispered to Miles. “Can’t you tell? Listen for it. There’s no fire source here.”

      Miles narrowed his eyes at me. “All I feel is a cold wall around him. I sense something powerful behind it.”

      “Right, cold,” I said, looking up at the others. “We all know the source of our own magic. He’d be burning up if this was one of my spells. Open your eyes, your hearts.”

      “And you haven’t answered a single question,” Paula said. “Do it now. Tell me you weren’t working with Brandhart behind our backs. Jonas suspected it. He tried to confront you. And if you weren’t the one to do this to him, it was your lover. Don’t try to deny that. I can smell his magic on you. The rest of you can too. And it’s dark.”

      They closed in around me. My fire started to rise. Miles reached over the bed and caught my wrist. His eyes flashed and widened at what he felt. I’d asked him to use his senses to rule out fire magic in Jonas. He was using them now to probe for answers.

      “You’ve changed,” he said. I pulled against him, trying to twist my wrist out of his grasp. “This is different. She feels different.”

      “Miles, stop it.” He wouldn’t let go. I could break his hold if I really wanted to. With everyone on edge, I was afraid they’d overreact.

      Benny and Timothy exchanged a pained look that got my heart racing. All around the room, there were knowing glances, movement. I had the sick feeling that Finn was right. I’d just walked into a trap.

      “Is it dark magic?” Timothy asked. “Gemma, just tell the truth.”

      “What do you think I’ve done?” I asked.

      “We know what you’ve done,” Paula said. “You struck some kind of deal. You couldn’t control your own magic and you knew we’d find out. Jonas was right about all of it. Finn is a dark mage.”

      I felt sick. Wrong. They were all wrong.

      “Finn isn’t what you think he is.”

      “Just a man, eh?” Miles asked. “I can smell him on you. It’s powerful. Charged. He’s charmed you or something. I’ve been arguing for years you were too young, too untested to trust with so many coven secrets.”

      I let out a blast of heat, my instincts for self-preservation kicking in. It was just a little warning meant to get Miles to let go of me. But, I’d miscalculated. The rest of them reacted as if I’d just detonated a bomb.

      Paula moved faster than I’d ever seen her. She wore a flowing robe. She opened it, revealing a link of gold chain she’d hidden. Benny took two round, metal cuffs from his pocket. Miles threw a spell, driving me back against the wall. I could have fought back. But if I’d thrown my own spell, it could have killed him.

      All four of them came at me together. I was stronger, but I never expected them to all turn on me at once. Just a split second was all it took. Paula threw the chains around my shoulders. Benny and Miles joined forces and snapped the shackles around my wrists.

      I fell to the ground under the weight of the chains. It was only then I tried to throw off a protection spell. It died in the air. The chains were heavy and laced with magic. It was something strong, deadly, and oddly familiar.

      “Stay down,” Paula said. “You’ll hurt yourself if you try to cast your way out of those.”

      “We don’t want to hurt you,” Timothy said, pleading. “We’re doing this for your own good.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I was on my stomach, struggling to flip over. I realized with cold horror what they’d done. The chains were forged from dragonsteel. It blocked my magic, at least for now.

      I locked eyes with Miles, hoping to borrow some of his power to counter theirs. Paula thought of that too. In one swift movement, she slid a black velvet hood over my head, pitching me into total darkness.
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      “Stop!”

      There was only one force in the world that could have gotten in the way of me blazing to Gemma’s side the moment I sensed her distress. That force stood in front of me now, her white hair whipping around in the hot wind of my fury.

      “Avelina,” I said through gritted teeth. “Know that I love you when I say this, but if you don’t get out of the way, I’m going to blaze right through you.”

      She arched a platinum brow and crossed her arms. “And I’m sure you could, son of mine. But once again, it’s more than just your interests at stake.”

      “What do you think I’m going to do?” I asked.

      “I think you’re liable to charge into Durness and blast those witches to the ground just to get to Gemma. You can’t. Like it or not, we still need them.”

      I had a thousand things I wanted to say to her. This had all been her idea from the outset. I was never the right choice if diplomacy was needed. And yet, if she hadn’t sent me, I wouldn’t have found Gemma when I did. Dammit all to hell. Once again, my mother proved the wisest of us all.

      “Noted,” I said. “But I swear to you, if they so much as singe a hair on her head.”

      She put a hand up in a conciliatory gesture. “Then you blast the shit out of them.”

      My mouth dropped. I took a faltering step forward, then kissed my mother on the cheek. Two seconds later, I was airborne and heading straight for Durness.

      Mrs. Harris’s boarding house was a disaster. The entire back wall of the building had caved in on itself. Guilt poured through me at that, but that could be fixed. I reached out for Gemma with my mind. Fear struck me as nothing came back but cold silence. Wherever they’d taken her she was deeply cloaked by some type of magic.

      I had to breathe through my rising fire. Avelina was right. It would do me no good to level the whole town looking for her. There was one small consolation. Gemma couldn’t be far.

      I went to the gift shop. It was closed for the day and dark inside. I went in anyway, unlocking the front door and dismantling the alarm with a spark of flame. Shadows danced on the walls, but the place seemed empty.

      Seemed.

      In the corner of the room, sitting still and silent, was a powerful presence. Her magic was ancient, by living witch standards. Still, it was no match for mine.

      “Well, it took you long enough,” she said. The old woman wore an old-fashioned nightgown with ruffled sleeves and a high collar. She was barefoot and held an afghan in her lap.

      Delia Bradbury. Gemma had mentioned her. Paula Landry had taken her place on the council when she retired.

      “Where is Gemma?” I asked.

      Delia didn’t rise. I realized she might not be able to easily. Her legs were withered and bent. She had a cane beside her chair.

      “Are you hers?” she asked. I paused, then realized she was speaking in that direct but riddle-like way people her age often did.

      “Yes,” I said, straightening my shoulders. “And she’s mine.”

      “Hmmph.” She was unimpressed. “Then you need to tell your mother she owes me a favor. Not the other way around.”

      My what?

      “Delia,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and pretty much failing. “I can’t sense her. Your coven has thrown some kind of cloaking spell around her. That means Gemma isn’t entirely safe. It means they are preventing her from accessing her own magic. Now why would they do that unless they meant her harm?”

      “I suppose that’s our business,” she said.

      Fire shot from my fingertips. I couldn’t help it. I knocked over a row of candles on the shelf. Delia Bradbury didn’t so much as flinch.

      “Did you hurt that boy?” she asked.

      Boy? It took me half a beat to realize she was talking about Jonas. Then, I felt like an ass. Someone had been hurt that she cared about.

      “No,” I said plainly. “He came at Gemma. I don’t think he understood what I was. I acted to protect her. That’s all.”

      “Well, you better hope you can help undo it. Otherwise you’re dead in the water.”

      “Where?” I asked again. With each passing second, I feared I would reach Gemma far too late.

      “Best thing you can probably do is just move on, son,” she said. “Your kind and hers don’t mix. I’m sorry for it, but it’s the way of things. Nothing but trouble can come from it. It already has. Don’t you see that?”

      Heat clouded my vision. I felt my wings pressing beneath my skin. She was testing me. Could I keep my beast in check?

      “I know I won’t let Gemma take the fall for something that’s not her fault. It’s no one’s fault.”

      Slowly, on unsteady legs, Delia Bradbury started to rise. Instinct told me not to offer to help her. She grabbed her cane and stabbed into the ground as she took her first shaky step toward me.

      When she reached me, her fingers sparkled. She had fire magic of her own, of course. Her light played around my head, testing the edges of my own power. Her wizened face crinkled into a scowl as she read what she needed to.

      “I think things haven’t been what they seemed for a very long time,” she said. “I didn’t want to think about it. Still don’t. But, it’s time to air it all out. This coven is changing. Been coming on for a long time.”

      I clenched my fist and tried to control my breathing. I didn’t have time for cryptic riddles anymore. Gemma was somewhere dark and cold. She was scared.

      Delia snapped her fingers and her flame extinguished. “Maybe it’s you,” she said. “Maybe it isn’t. But tell her to ask herself, was it fire? Or was it something else?”

      “I don’t…” I threw my hands up. Maybe it was better to just play along. “I will.”

      Seeming satisfied, Delia nodded, turned, and hobbled back to her chair. She took great effort to sit. Then, she pointed her cane toward the door.

      “They’re probably still at the Landrys’s,” she said. “They wouldn’t have wanted to move the boy.”

      I gave her a nod. It was all I could do. Then, I stormed out the front door. The Landrys. Jonas was a Landry. I closed my eyes and turned my head, listening for the wind.

      Every cell in my body ached to shift. My mate was in danger. My dragon rebelled. But, I knew I had one chance to make a good impression. My mother’s words echoed through me. We still needed them.

      Jonas Landry’s house was easy enough to find. It was the only one where the trees stood still, though the wind raged everywhere else. Terror gripped my heart though; if Gemma was inside, I should have been able to sense her more strongly. Whatever they’d used to hide her was strong. Very strong. If they’d done any permanent damage, I couldn’t trust myself not to shift.

      The door stood wide open. I walked in. It was a simple living room with a couch, matching leather chairs, and a curio cabinet filled with teacups in the corner. The place was deadly silent. They were all hiding.

      I closed my eyes and tried to take in the smells. It was the absence of Gemma that drew me the most. She was everywhere else in town. Just the tiniest scent of her lingered on the sidewalks, in the store, past Mrs. Harris’s house. But here, there was nothing. It could only be magic at work.

      “I’ve come for her,” I said. Of course they already knew I was here.

      The kitchen door slammed shut. I shook my head. An old parlor trick meant to scare people on Halloween. Surely that wasn’t all they brought.

      I moved through the house, checking every room, every closet. They were all empty. I realized with cold horror why. If they meant to attack me, it would be easier to do it outside. They could each draw on their elemental magic there. Wind. Earth. Water. Fire.

      Calling Gemma’s name, I went out the back door. It lead to a huge yard bordered by the woods. Durness Wilderness was beyond it. Of course, they’d lure me to the very lands they thought I meant to deprive them of. If they hurt Gemma, I knew in my heart I would scorch it all to ash.

      I ran down the path, again, forcing my dragon down. Not now. Not yet. I had to see Gemma first.

      I reached a clearing. My skin pricked. They were here.

      Timothy and Benny came from the left. Paula and Miles from the right. They held their arms in front of them, pushing back and joining their magic in one pulsing band of light. They had no idea what they were dealing with.

      “Where. Is. She?” I asked. “No more games. No more hiding.”

      “You’re the enemy here,” Miles said. “We’ve fought your kind before. Or have you already forgotten?”

      I reared back. Had Gemma told them what I was?

      “You tell your coven you failed,” Timothy said. Coven? Things started falling into place. They thought I was a witch. Some kind of dark mage. My chest swelled with pride at Gemma’s strength. She’d kept my secret, but at what cost?

      “I’ll do nothing until I see Gemma. Whatever you think of me, she’s not your enemy. She’s tried to protect you all.”

      “Liar!” Paula screamed. Her magic faltered. Overcome with emotion, she was the weak link. I made a note of it. If it came to it, I’d exploit it.

      “I have something you want,” I said. “You have something I want. This seems a fairly simple solution.”

      Paula broke through the line. Her grief and fear poured off of her in waves. She was a mother trying to protect her son. I could respect that. Only, Jonas wasn’t in any danger from me or from Gemma. And no matter how noble the source of her anger, I would tear her down to get to my mate.

      She sent a blast of wind straight at me. I neatly dodged it. Thunder cracked.

      “Hold the line, Paula!” Benny shouted.

      “I’m going to ask you one more time...nicely. Where is Gemma?”

      “She’s not your problem anymore,” Miles said. His fire swirled around him. Oh, he was strong. But I was stronger. I had a decision to make. If I threw any fire of my own, Miles would be able to tell I was no mage. Was I ready to give away that secret? Was there some way to protect my family without risking my mate or the other way around?

      Paula charged into the woods. Benny and Timothy tried to stop her. I took a step back as the brush parted and Paula came back out. She dragged Gemma along with her.

      My heart twisted. Gemma was bound with thick gold chains, her hands and feet tied together. All color had drained from her face. I didn’t have to touch her to know how cold she was.

      Paula shoved her cruelly into the center of the clearing. I let out a roar as she fell to the ground.

      Gemma’s eyes locked with mine. She was in there. Thank God, she was in there. With no words, she still managed to plead with me. Her message clear.

      Stay calm.

      I couldn’t. Seeing my mate in pain, her magic dim, set off a powder keg of rage within me. There was only one substance on this earth that could have restrained her like that. They were using dragonsteel. Likely stolen or forced from some poor, lone, enslaved dragon ages ago. I picked up the mantle of my mother’s ancient rage.

      “Let her go,” I said, surprised at my own ability to remain calm on the surface, at least. Inside was another matter.

      “You want her?” Paula shouted. “Take her. Let’s see what you’re really made of.”

      Then, Paula Landry lured me into her trap. It all happened in a split second, but there was never any doubt. With the flick of her arms, she made the wind shift, sending a ripple of energy straight at Gemma. It might not have been enough to kill her, but it would have broken every bone in her body.

      My dragon reacted. I pushed back, blowing a column of flame. The fire knocked Paula to the ground.

      My magic struck the spellbound steel chains. They disintegrated. At the same instant, Gemma got to her feet, her own magic pouring back into her.

      She was safe. She was whole.

      And yet, her look of terror struck me to my core. The Five had moved in, forming a protective circle around her. Each of them took a ready stance, aiming their magic right at me.

      I hadn’t even realized I’d done it. But, the moment my fire came out, my dragon did too. Now, I hovered above them, fully shifted, uncloaked. They each stared up in shock at me as my wings unfurled and my tail beat the ground.
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      “Oh, shit!”

      Finn’s dragon arched his head and blasted out a column of fire that seemed to reach the stars. Timothy, Benny, Miles, and Paula linked hands and began to chant. Their magic spread out, curling its way around my feet.

      I felt pulled in two directions. My mate was exposed, uncloaked. His fire could be seen for miles. But, the coven was under threat. Finn’s thoughts reached me. Primal. Feral. He would burn to ash anyone who tried to hurt me.

      I don’t know how I did it. It wasn’t like words formed in my head or that I consciously called on it. My fire bubbled up. For almost a year, it had controlled me. Today, this night, it was part of me again. I cast no spell. My fire did not move through me or go outward. One moment, I had my feet on the ground, pushing against the defensive magic my family summoned. The next, I was airborne.

      I shot straight up as if propelled by rocket fuel. No, not rocket fuel. Dragonfire. My fire. Finn’s eyes blazed as his massive wings beat, creating a tornado of heat. Paula countered it and tried to draw from it, but she was no match for Finn. I reached for him, then settled on his back.

      Far below, Miles staggered backward. For an instant, I could see myself through his eyes, or at least imagined I could. I was high above them, a dragon rider, the most powerful fire mage in a generation. No, in a millennium.

      “Finn, stop,” I said. “They won’t hurt you if you don’t try to hurt them.”

      No sooner had I said it before Miles gathered his fire. He formed a huge ball of flame and cocked his arm back, ready to launch it. I knew it wouldn’t do real damage. But, in Finn’s current state, he would counter any attack. If Miles threw a fireball, Finn would throw back an inferno.

      “Stop!” I commanded. I meant it for all of them. I pressed my cheek against Finn’s neck. His scales rippled and blazed hot beneath my skin. His pulse beat strong and steady. Instinct drove me. I ran my fingers down his neck and over the triangular fins down his spine. They were razor sharp and deadly, but to me, they drew no blood.

      I kissed him, bringing my lips to his cone-shaped ears. “Stop. I won’t let them hurt you.”

      “I won’t let them hurt you!” he answered back in thought. I was amazed he had that much control. He felt all beast to me. But, I felt a little flutter in his pulse and he dropped a few feet closer to the ground.

      “Stop!” I shouted to the four mages below. The wind howled, whipping Paula’s dark hair back. Her eyes had gone almost pure black as her magic poured through her. Benny and Timothy met my gaze. Benny gave an almost imperceptible nod. Thank God. He still trusted me. He said something to Miles that made his face go white with rage. Whatever it was, it worked. Miles brought his arms down. His fireball shrank.

      Finn let out a breath. More of a sigh, really. He was watching Miles.

      “Time to land,” I said.

      Finn let out a guttural noise. But, he relented. He lowered us to the ground. His great, taloned feet dug into the earth with a seismic thud. I stood tall and straight, straddling his back. We stood like that, in a stalemate for a full minute before Finn finally lowered his head and let me slide off of him. He tucked his wings to his sides.

      I kept a hand on him as I faced the Five.

      “Finn didn’t come here to hurt any of us,” I said. “But he didn’t come here for completely benign reasons either. You know me. I’ve lived among you my whole life. I was wrong to keep certain things from you, but know that I would never do anything to betray the coven. My parents died for it. They died for me.”

      “He’s cast some spell,” Miles said. “You’re not yourself.”

      I let go of Finn and walked toward the group. Finn let out a grunt of protest backed up by a gust of hot air that blew my hair straight up. I kept walking. I stood directly in front of the members of the council. Finn couldn’t attack without going through me. The Five couldn’t either.

      “I’m more myself than I’ve ever been. It’s not sorcery, Miles. It’s fate. Finn Brandhart is my fated mate. His fire is my fire.”

      Miles’s jaw dropped. His color turned to ash. His pupils dilated to pinpoints. He wasn’t of my blood. We weren’t connected in that way. But, the source of Miles Marvin’s magic was as my own. Fire. As he stared at me and heard my words, he knew I was telling the truth.

      “Fated mates?” Benny asked. “He’s a dragon. Since when have there been dragons?”

      “Since always,” I smiled. Tempers cooled along with the temperature in the air. “And it’s a long story. One I hope I’ll get the chance to tell. At least the highlights. But, Finn is mine. I’m his. We are what we are. I’m of both worlds. His and yours. And I told you, he didn’t come here to hurt us.”

      “Well,” Paula said. “It seems you’d better get to talking. It’s time we knew exactly what he does want.”

      I turned to Finn. He blinked one huge dragon eye, then dropped his head in a nod.

      I took a gulp of air. Finn was ready to trust me not only with his life, but perhaps the lives of his entire family. I turned my back on the coven and faced Finn head on. As he dipped his head, I reached up and pressed my palm to the rough scales of his face. I went up on my tiptoes and kissed his nose.

      “It’s time to get the dragonstone,” I whispered. He let out a small growl, but offered no other protest. He took two slow steps backward, shaking the ground beneath his feet. Then, he turned and disappeared into the woods.

      I turned back to the Five.

      “We need something from him,” I said. “We need our land back. Finn’s willing to give it.”

      “But he has a price,” Miles said, his voice dripping with anger.

      “Yes. He has a price. And it’s not one he takes lightly. It’s as much a risk to him as it is to us. More maybe. I don’t know all the details. How he survived all these years. The last we ever knew was that dragons became extinct centuries ago. For all intents and purposes, they did.”

      “He’s not the only one though,” Paula said. “Finn Brandhart. He has four brothers. They’re all dragons, aren’t they?”

      I felt a lump form in my throat. I had a strong need to protect Finn’s brothers right along with him. Men I’d never even met. “They are.” I said nothing about Avelina. For now, they didn’t need to know.

      “Finn is trying to find out if there are any other dragons left besides his family. We can perhaps help with that. If we’re willing to perform a spell. We’re the only ones who can, and it’s too powerful for any one of us to attempt alone.”

      “This is insane,” Benny said. “A dragon. A full-grown, living, breathing dragon. And he’s here. In Durness. He’s your mate? I need to sit down.”

      “No time for that, Benny,” Paula said. “Pull it together.”

      The wind picked up behind me. The leaves parted and Finn walked through. He’d dressed simply in a fitted t-shirt and jeans. Somehow, he still looked as fearsome as he had in dragon form. His eyes blazed gold as he came to my side. He had the velvet sack tucked under one arm. Miles’s gaze snapped straight to it. It was as if he already suspected what was inside.

      “That dragonsteel you used to chain me,” I said. The remains of it lay as a pile of ash just to the left of our circle. “You have no idea where it came from, do you?”

      Of all of them, only Timothy looked even remotely guilty about that. “It was me,” he said. “I...uh...acquired it some time ago. In Nepal.”

      As Finn let out a growl, I raised a hand. “You assumed...we all assumed that the dragon who forged it is long dead. Maybe he is. But, maybe not. Maybe he’s been enslaved somewhere like his ancestors before him.”

      “Get to the point,” Paula said. “What’s in the bag, and why do I have the feeling I’m going to hate it?”

      Finn untied the golden cords. The smooth, iridescent stone slipped out. Miles let out an audible gasp and moved toward it, his fire magic piqued. Finn stood rigid, but let Miles approach. Miles ran his fingers over the surface of the stone, his eyes glinting.

      “Dragonstone,” he said. “My God. Where did it come from?”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Finn said. “What matters is when. And that’s what I need your help figuring out.”

      Miles stepped back. His eyes still wide, incredulous, he looked at the others. He understood.

      “We can do it,” Miles said. “I know what it requires. Gemma’s right. A spell of this nature, it can’t be cast by one mage. It will take all of us.”

      “But you can do it?” Finn asked, his voice rising an octave.

      Miles nodded. “I think we can. You want us to read it. See when it hatched. When its power was let out.”

      “Yes,” Finn said.

      “But why?” Benny asked. “What will that do for you?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “That’s Finn’s family’s business.”

      “And coven lands are ours,” Benny said. “That’s your price? We do this spell, you give us the land?”

      “Yes,” Finn said. “That’s the price.”

      “It won’t be easy,” Miles said. “Spells like this can take on a life of their own. Magic like what’s inside this fossil? It has a tendency to want to be left alone.”

      “I know what I’m asking,” Finn said. “And I also know what I’m offering in return. The coven lands, all of it, they’ll belong to you outright. No interference from the county or anyone else. You can spellbind it if you want. I can show you how. You can cloak it so no other mages can ever find it again. It’ll be hidden in plain sight.”

      “That’s not possible,” Benny said. “Not even Circean witches can pull off that kind of magic long term.”

      “Dragons can,” I said. “I’ve seen it. Finn’s ancestral home is spellbound in that way and it’s a hell of a lot bigger than the Durness Wilderness.”

      “We need this,” Timothy said. “Let’s say yes.”

      “No!” Paula said. “I can’t believe the lot of you. You’re willing to just bend over and let yourselves give this monster what he wants.”

      “Paula…” I started.

      “No! You say this man didn’t come here to hurt us? Well, tell that to Jonas. He’s lying in that house in a coma. One he may never come out of. He’s a casualty of your lies. I don’t care if it was an accident. I don’t care if you were just trying to protect yourselves. You did it. If you hadn’t come to Durness, if you’d left us all alone, I’d have my son!”

      Paula’s voice broke at the end. She sank to her knees in tears. My heart crumbled in two.

      She was right. Jonas was my fault. I’d tried to straddle two worlds. If I had been honest with the coven, Jonas wouldn’t have felt the need to try and protect me. He may not have viewed Finn as a threat. God, it was all my fault.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I told you before, if I could help Jonas, I would. But, it’s his own magic that’s keeping him locked inside himself. I can’t break through. No one can.”

      “Then your dragon can burn in hell,” she said. “That’s what you’re not telling us. You’re lying and speaking in half-truths even now. This isn’t some altruistic mission to try and save some other slave dragon who may or may not be out there. You want something from this magic. Something for yourself.”

      Finn stepped forward. “You’re right. You’re right about all of it. I have two brothers left without mates. They’re dying from it. Sourcing the magic from this stone could give them a sliver of a chance at something. It’s a long shot. But, one we have to take. Because, before my brothers die from mating sickness, they’ll go mad from it first.”

      “Good lord,” Miles said. “You can’t be serious. Are you saying there’s a risk of two feral dragons roaming the earth?”

      Finn turned to him. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. And there is no guarantee that whatever secrets this egg holds will prevent that. But, it’s a chance.”

      “Screw your chance,” Paula said. “I won’t be a party to this. I’ve lost my son. I don’t care if you lose your brothers.”

      She spoke from grief so pure it cut through me.

      “Paula, please,” I whispered.

      “No.”

      “Then, there’s nothing we can do,” Benny said. “We can’t perform this spell with anything less than the five of us. I’m sorry.”

      “Perhaps,” Finn said. “I might know something that can help Jonas. But, you’ll have to trust me.”

      “What?” I whipped around to look at him.

      “Do you really think that might work?” Miles asked. His voice was expectant, hopeful. But also, excited about the prospect of whatever magic Finn meant to deploy.

      “Jonas isn’t a shifter. It’s never been tried on a mage. But, I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.”

      “And you’re willing to do this?” Miles asked.

      “Do what?” I asked, stepping between them.

      “A drop of dragon’s blood is the most powerful medicine in the world,” Miles said. “There are stories of it bringing shifters back from the brink of death. Dragons too, I think.”

      “You’ll do that?” Paula said through her tears.

      Finn looked at me. I reached for him, taking him by the hand.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’ll do it.”

      Paula wiped her eyes. “Then let’s get to work.”
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      “Are you sure about this?” Gemma asked. She’d taken me into Paula Landry’s study as the rest of them gathered the things they thought they needed for the spell. I think it was really a stall tactic. They wanted to talk for a minute outside of Gemma and my earshot. Fair enough. The magic we all meant to use should not be taken lightly.

      The dragonstone seemed to warm beneath my arm. No matter what else happened tonight, I would not let the thing out of my sight.

      “It’s one prick, one drop of blood,” I said. “I’m certain it holds enough power to heal any physical damage Jonas has done to himself. Hopefully, that will be enough for him to get control of his magic again. It’s the best...no...it’s the only shot he has.”

      “And it won’t hurt you?” she asked, her eyes searching my face.

      “No.” I kissed her forehead. My Gemma. My brave, strong fire mage. She’d taken on her coven for me. She’d brokered a treaty between us. That was no small feat.

      The front door opened and more hushed voices rose.

      “Someone else is here?” Gemma said, cocking her head to the side. My protective instincts flared and I tried to push her behind me. She gave me a stern look.

      “You’re going to have to stop being so quick to do that,” she said. “Here in Durness, I can take care of myself.”

      I smiled. “So you’ve proven, my love.”

      She gasped when I said it and her face broke into a beautiful smile. “My love. I’ve been afraid to say it. Afraid it was… Oh, Finn. I love you. When this is over…”

      I took her face in my hands and kissed her slow and deep. “When this is over, we have the rest of our lives ahead of us. And if you’ll have me, I intend for that to be very long indeed. How does a few hundred years sound to you?”

      Gemma’s eyes sparkled with wonder. I kissed her again. “I’ll take that as a yes for now. Now let’s go get to work.”

      We walked into the great room at the front of Paula Landry’s house. She’d covered all the windows in black. Wind howled down the chimney. She’d opened the flue. Miles, Benny, and Timothy stood along one wall. They’d moved Jonas Landry to the couch at the center of the room. He looked worse than before, his skin slack, his eyes still fixed open, staring at nothing. Paula knelt by his side and kissed his cheek. She was a strong woman and shrewd. It had been a smart move on her part to demand that I do what I could for Jonas. She was right. If I’d never come to Durness, he likely wouldn’t be in the state he was in.

      “Delia?” Gemma said. Delia Bradbury stood bent-backed in the hallway, leaning on her cane. Her eyes sparked with fierce determination and I realized at once what she was doing here.

      “She’s our fail-safe,” Miles said. “If something goes wrong…”

      “No way,” Gemma said. “Delia, I love you, but you’re not cut out for this anymore.”

      Delia raised her cane and pointed it at Gemma. “You let me worry about that.”

      “Either she stays and participates, or we don’t do this,” Paula said. “You asked us to trust you, Gemma, but you’re the one who’s been keeping secrets. If anything goes wrong, if you falter even a little, we need five to complete the spell.”

      “If any of us falters,” Timothy said. “This isn’t all about Gemma.”

      “Fine,” Gemma said, but her anger rose. She was worried about Delia’s health. She may have seen a frail older woman, but I saw steel in her eyes. Delia was ready. Hell, she looked downright amped.

      “Gather,” Delia said, immediately taking over as if she’d never left the council. I took my place behind the couch, closest to Jonas. Gemma shot me one last, wary look. She hadn’t asked, but she knew. No matter what she said, if I got the sense she was about to be harmed, I was going in after her.

      The Five plus Delia formed a circle in the center of the room. They each placed a small relic in front of them. To me, they looked like metal medallions. Each had different designs etched in them. Delia held an old book with a faded green cover. It was a grimoire. She must have taken it from the town library. She set it down in the center and it blew open to a page. Delia began to chant in Latin, calling on each of the elements of their power.

      The words blended together. My own fire stirred as Miles and Gemma picked up the chant. I waited for a sign. The grimoire lifted off the ground and began to spin, its pages flipping wildly. Then, it fell back to the ground with a thud. The room went deadly silent. Magic charged the air. The lights dimmed. In their place, tiny glittering particles swirled and danced around the room.

      “Now,” Delia said.

      I reached in the velvet sack and pulled the dragonstone out. I intended to move toward the circle and place it there. I never got the chance.

      Gemma’s magic joined with mine. She took the stone from me, levitating it right out of my hands. It swirled, picked up by the rhythm of the glimmering particles, and made its way into the center. The chanting picked up. It wasn’t Latin anymore. I couldn’t recognize the words. Gemma’s head snapped back. Her eyes burned brightest gold, then orange as her fire took over.

      The dragonstone began to glow. A wave of shimmering white bounced off it. Six points of light emerged. Then, each mage opened their mouth and sucked the light into them.

      Instinct fueled me. I made a move to go toward Gemma. It was Delia’s magic that drove me back. It was so strong, I hit the wall. It was happening. Now. The coven had taken the magic of the fossilized egg into themselves.

      Time stood still. Gemma rose a few inches off the ground. I tried to lock eyes with her, but she wasn’t completely there. She was on some astral plane, seeing something I couldn’t.

      It lasted just a few seconds, but it was torture for me. If things went wrong, it would be now. I couldn’t stop myself. I tried to go to her again.

      You will stay put!

      This time, the voice and power came from above. Avelina. Her dragon soared above the tree line, cloaked. I wondered how long she’d been there. Probably the whole time.

      She’s in control, my mother cautioned.

      No sooner had she said it before the glimmering light went out. The dragonstone dropped to the floor with a thud. Each member of the circle slumped forward. The spell was broken.

      I waited for Gemma to lift her head. When she did, her eyes filled with wonder and she smiled. “It’s okay,” she gasped. “My God. It’s perfect!”

      I went to her. She stood, trembling but whole. I took her in my arms.

      “Did it work?”

      Gemma nodded furiously. “Oh, Finn, it was…”

      “Stop!” Paula shouted. “We made a bargain. Your mate hears nothing until he’s lived up to his end.”

      The first part I’d already done. The deed to the Durness Wilderness sat on the table in Paula’s study. I’d signed it over as my family’s representative. Free and clear.

      “Fix him!” Paula commanded.

      Do it! My mother’s voice thundered in my head. She was desperate to get the answers she sought. I was pulled between two mothers, fiercely protecting their sons. So be it.

      I pulled a small knife out of my back pocket and pressed the point to my palm. I leaned over Jonas Landry.

      “Open his mouth,” I told Gemma. She put a gentle finger on his chin, pulled down, and held his head back.

      “When will we know?” Paula asked.

      “In about two seconds,” I said. I drew blood. I let just one drop fall between Jonas’s lips. I took Gemma’s hand and pulled her away. If this didn’t work, I had plans to spirit her out of here and back to Chicago or Knoydart in an instant. The coven had what they wanted. I wouldn’t let her suffer for something that wasn’t her fault.

      Paula held her son’s hand in a death grip. I stayed close. I’d never done this in a witch before. Hell, I wasn’t sure anyone ever had. My mother had used her blood to heal my brothers and me before. It was an odd sensation. Like traveling down a tunnel at the speed of light. When I came out the other side, I could see myself through my mother’s eyes for a moment, before slamming back into myself. But, when I woke, it was a rebirth. I was stronger, faster, my fire burned hotter.

      “He’s not moving,” Paula said. “He’s stopped breathing.”

      She tried to jolt him awake, clawing at his shoulders.

      “Paula, just stay calm,” Gemma said. “Give it a minute to work.”

      “No! Can’t you see it? He’s worse. You’ve killed him!” She flailed at me, her fists hitting my chest. I stayed rock still. She was right. This was far from over.

      I put a hand on Jonas’s forehead. It was cold and damp. He certainly seemed lifeless. But, deep down, I could feel the faintest pulse. He was still fighting.

      “Do it again!” Paula shrieked. “It wasn’t enough. Give him more!”

      “It’s too dangerous,” I said. “One drop is all it takes to heal a dragon. He’s nowhere near as powerful as a dragon.”

      “You don’t know my son,” she said. “And maybe...maybe it metabolizes differently in witches. You don’t know. Have you ever done this before?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but knew I couldn’t. No. I’d been the recipient, never the giver. Gemma caught my eyes. She tilted her chin up. Of course she sensed my mother close by as well. Our cloaking spells no longer worked on Gemma.

      I narrowed my eyes. She could read the thoughts I sent to her. No. It’s too dangerous. We wait.

      Then, Jonas Landry squeezed my hand.

      “Jonas,” I said. It was more that I barked it. I could feel him trying to sleep. His body was beginning to heal. I could feel his pain start to slip away. He wasn’t out of the woods just yet though. He’d need to find the strength to get his magic under control.

      A strange thing happened. I started to hear Paula through Jonas’s ears. To him, she sounded desperate, pained. There was deep love in her voice. My mother had never told me about this part. I knew I momentarily saw through her eyes. I didn’t know she saw through mine. But, as my blood entered Jonas’s system, we shared a brief connection.

      It hit me like a bolt through the heart.

      He railed against it, trying to throw up a protection spell.

      “Let it come,” I said. “I won’t hurt you. Focus on untangling the last spell you cast, Jonas. Don’t try to cast another one just yet.”

      He was screaming inside his head. He started thrashing on the couch.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” Paula shrieked.

      Then, time stood still. I fell through a hole in Jonas Landry’s mind. He had a secret. Something dark and looming. It drew me in like a tractor beam. I held my breath, afraid if I blew it out, I’d break the connection. Because, everything inside me told me I had to see. I had to know.

      I hovered outside myself just above Winter Street on the east end of town. It was a yellow house with a white picket fence. I didn’t recognize it, but my heart told me it was Gemma’s. Then, she came running outside wearing a blue, flower-print dress. She couldn’t be more than five or six years old with scabby knees and her blonde hair tied back in two braids.

      “No!” she screamed. “I won’t go. I have to stay with you. I have to stay with you.”

      Tears streamed down her face. Her eyes glinted with fire. She was so small. So young. And yet, so powerful. A man came out and ran to her. He was tall, lanky, with unruly blond hair and his daughter’s amber eyes. This was Roman Hayes, Gemma’s father. His wife trailed behind him, crying. A dark storm gathered to the west. It was coming fast. It was filled with dark magic.

      “Go!” Roman said. “You run as fast as you can to the Landrys’s house. Nick and Paula will keep you safe. We’ll be right behind you.”

      Little Gemma didn’t believe him. Her eyes stayed focused on the menacing clouds over his shoulder. She knew what was coming. But, she was just a child. She didn’t yet trust her own power. When a crack of lightning speared through the roof of the house, Gemma’s fears won out. Her father gave her one last command and she took off running to the center of town, braids flying behind her.

      It took everything in me not to follow six-year-old Gemma. But, it was an illusion. A mirage. It wasn’t her memory. It was Jonas’s. He was there. He’d watched the whole thing. Why didn’t he go with her? She’d always said he’d been like a big brother to her after her parents were killed.

      As soon as Gemma was out of view, Jonas turned and said something to the two figures behind him. It was his parents, Paula and Nick Landry. Nick was dead now. Gemma told me he died a few years ago in a car accident. But then, that night, he was strong and deadly, his eyes turned to blackest coal.

      All three Landrys stepped forward, their dark magic swirling between them.

      “Nick?” Roman Hayes called out. “What are you doing here? You have to go back. They’re coming. You have to take care of Gemma.”

      Then, I saw what Roman couldn’t. The gathering storm wasn’t coming from some distance. It was already here. Nick and Paula Landry were controlling it.

      My God. I felt Jonas’s naked ambition. Things his parents told him.

      You can be the most powerful of all. They all think it’s fire. It doesn’t have to be. We can take it from them. Where there were Five, you can become One.

      Then, the Landry family gathered their magic. They had the element of surprise. Nick let off a blast of wind and black lightning that struck Gemma’s mother, Layla, square in the chest. She died instantly, not expecting the blow. She’d done nothing to counter it.

      Roman reacted. He was ready for the next blow, but his grief and shock turned inward, making a momentary hole in his defenses. It was all Nick and Paula needed. They cast a spell that conjured coiled, black smoke. It turned and rolled like a snake, then poured into Roman Hayes’s screaming mouth. It was a succubus. They drew his power away from him. The spell was fueled by naked, raw ambition. With the three of them joining forces against grief-stricken Roman, it ended far too quickly.

      Through Jonas’s eyes, I watched as the light went out. They ran together back toward this house. I felt paralyzed with terror. Gemma. They were going after Gemma. She was there, waiting for them, just like her father told her to. Later, Jonas would hold her back as she tried to get to her parents. She didn’t know. She’d never known. She told me dark mages came in and tried to start a war with the Durness coven.

      It was a lie. All a lie.

      She was so little. So scared. The Landrys were still teeming with stolen power. It distorted their figures, obscured them in a cloud of black smoke and crackling fire. Gemma stood at the front gate of this very house. Benny, Miles, Timothy, Delia. They were all there by now. The Landrys focused their magic on Gemma. She didn’t see. None of them did. They couldn’t perceive the threat was coming from their friends. They only saw the dark shape of smoke and fire.

      Gemma changed then. She rose up three inches off the ground. Her head snapped back, just like I’d seen it do a few minutes ago. Then, a column of fire ripped from her throat. She didn’t know her power. She didn’t know what she was doing. Instinct took over, and she took the power away from the Landrys. They crumpled to the ground beneath it.

      The rest of them saw an attacker neutralized. I knew later they’d report different things. A smoke monster. It must have been a dark wind mage. Some saw only Gemma’s fire. But, they all believed they’d been attacked by a foreign coven. Of course, that’s what it had to be.

      My Gemma. Only six years old. She’d declared. She drew from the Source and came into her power that night. The last of her kind. The most powerful fire mage in a generation. And all she’d done is take back the power her so-called friends had stolen from her family.
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      Jonas’s eyes snapped open. They were gray and cloudy at first, then the pupils grew dark as his vision came into focus. He looked straight at me.

      “Gemma…” he started.

      Finn let out a roar that blasted the front windows outward. His fire gathered strength. He reached for me, clasping my hand with his. He pulled me away from the couch to the far end of the room.

      One touch. One breath. I saw it all.

      Jonas. Nick Landry. Paula. So much hate. So much dark power. At the last second, my father’s eyes widened with horror as he must have realized he just sent his only daughter running into the arms of danger.

      “No!” I screamed.

      “It’s a lie!” Paula shrieked. She threw herself in front of Jonas. He was getting stronger behind her. Sweat poured from his brow, but he got his legs under him.

      “My God, he’s done it!” Benny shouted. He didn’t know. None of the rest of them knew. They only saw Jonas wake up. They didn’t recognize the danger right in front of them.

      “You,” I said, my voice shaking. I lifted a finger and pointed it straight at Paula. “This whole time, it was you. You let me believe it was my fault. You let me think if only I hadn’t run.”

      “It’s a trick,” Paula said her voice growing desperate. “It’s all a trick.” She turned to face the rest of them. They still had no idea what she was talking about. “Don’t believe anything those two say.”

      Finn tried to push me behind him. I stood my ground. This was my fight. My coven. And I would make the traitors within it pay.

      “We saw it all,” I said. “Through Finn’s magic, yes, but there was no attack by dark mages fifteen years ago. Not from the outside. It was the Landrys the whole time.”

      “What are you talking about?” Timothy asked.

      “Think about it,” I said. “Where were you when the attack came? You told everyone to gather in the town square. You were there, weren’t you? The Landrys weren’t. You didn’t see them until after my parents died. You saw them when the smoke cleared. The smoke from my fire. They didn’t stand with you. Think!”

      Benny and Timothy exchanged a desperate look. They couldn’t counter me. Delia rose slowly from her chair. Her eyes darkened. She remembered. She knew.

      Paula saw it too. She sent a blast of air straight at her. It would have thrown Delia against the wall and maybe cracked her spine. But, Delia saw it coming and had enough power to counter it. Now, Paula had shown her hand.

      “What’s going on?” Benny said. “She can’t be right. This can’t be right.”

      But, it was. Paula grabbed Jonas’s hand. He was up. His movements steady. The moment his mother locked hands with him, both of their eyes went cold and black. Dark magic. Failsafe. The ground rumbled beneath them. It all happened in a split second. I thought she would go for me, but she centered her attack toward the fireplace, where Timothy and Benny stood.

      Timothy pushed Benny out of the way. Before Paula’s blast of air hit him, Benny ripped a hole in the floor, churning dirt upward and throwing it straight in Paula’s face.

      Jonas rose off the ground, levitating a few inches. My breath left me as he sucked the air out of the room. Benny, Timothy, and Delia collapsed to the ground, writhing, struggling to breathe.

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered, realizing Jonas had dragon’s blood in his veins now. It made him stronger than he was before. And now, he had nothing left to lose. The roof lifted from the house and a cyclone touched down, spinning wood and furniture. Finn grabbed me and we dove to the side.

      “Don’t do this!” I shouted above the wind. “Don’t make me do this!”

      Of the Five, only Miles was still on his feet. He struggled to come toward me. Shards of flying glass sliced his cheek. His hair flew straight up.

      “Stay down!” I screamed at him. But, he turned to fight. He let out a blast of fire that broadsided Paula. She flew up in the air about ten feet. Jonas caught her, then pushed her out of the way. He was still airborne, his eyes black as tar. He had a smile on his face that made my blood run cold. He wasn’t afraid.

      “Run!” It was Delia. She was on her knees next to the rubble of the fireplace. Lightning cracked all around. She screamed it again and again. But, I was done running. I would never do it again.

      I threw my own fireball, sending it straight toward Jonas’s head. He tried to bat it away, sending it back to me on the wind. Finn threw himself in front of me, taking the force of it with his shoulder.

      Jonas rose even higher in the air. Paula was chanting something. Jonas tilted his head to the side, listening. Then, his smile grew and my heart stopped. Delia’s screams broke through.

      Jonas had the dragonstone in his hand. He lifted it, smiling. He brought it to his lips as if he meant to kiss it. Then, he inhaled, sucking the air to him.

      “No!” I screamed, realizing what he was about to do.

      Dragonstone. The only substance in the world that could kill a dragon. Jonas exhaled, launching the stone with the force of a gunshot. If it struck Finn, it would kill him instantly.

      Primal instinct drove me. I reached up and locked hands with Finn. He shifted in an instant and I was on his back. As the stone hurtled toward us. I closed my mind to everything but Finn. At that moment, we were one. His fire and mine.

      One blast of living flame. The ground shook and a great rumbling came from overhead. I looked up to see Avelina’s dragon swoop down, flying at the speed of a jumbo jet. She let out a great roar that sounded like steel on steel. She throttled back, breaking midair, then let out a targeted blast of flame that joined with mine and Finn’s. Dragon and mage. Fire on fire.

      We struck the stone together, turning it to ash on contact. What remained swirled in a centrifuge then funneled back, heading straight for Jonas. Paula threw herself in front of her son. The dragonstone ash hit her squarely in the chest, ripping her apart. But, we’d unleashed such force, she couldn’t stop it with just her body. As Jonas sucked in his last breath, he took in the ash.

      There was a moment, frozen in time as Jonas realized what was to come. His power had been turned in on himself again. But this time, there would be no dragon’s blood to save him. The last of his magic dissipated, sucking him into a swirling tornado, then leaving nothing behind.

      He was gone. Paula was gone. It was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gemma

      

      

      There was nothing left of the Landrys but a giant crater in the ground where their house used to be. Timothy was on his back, unconscious, but from where I stood, I could see him breathing. I shot a glance back to Finn. His eyes blazed hot, but he let go of my hand. I ran for Delia.

      She was on her knees, clutching her chest. I slid next to her and got my arms around her. She put a hand up, nodding.

      “I’m okay,” she said through hacking coughs. “Gonna take more than some old windbag to knock me out.”

      I hugged her to me. “Miles!” I shouted. “Did anyone see what happened to him?”

      The whole town was out now. Avelina hovered above, but shimmering and fully cloaked.

      Those with magic knew something bad happened here. We’d need to hold a meeting soon to explain to the coven. But, most would already know. They would have sensed the darkness coming from Jonas and Paula Landry. God, why hadn’t I before today?

      The non-magic users in town would have only seen the damage from a rare but deadly tornado that had touched down and swallowed the corner house on Palmer Lane. Then, they would go about their business, chalking it up as just one more strange thing to happen in Durness, California.

      My heart soared as I saw Benny and Miles holding each other up arm in arm as they staggered toward the rest of us. We’d made it. We’d all made it.

      “I think it’s time to get to the gift shop,” Miles sputtered. “We’ve still got a debt to settle.”

      I felt Avelina’s heat far above. Finn looked up. They shared some unspoken mother to son message. He gave her a nod then came back to my side.

      “You sure you’re all right?” he asked as I helped Delia to her feet. Her cane had been incinerated. She leaned on me for support. Finn offered to carry her, but she wouldn’t hear of it. It was only three blocks to the shop.

      “I’m fine,” I said, smiling up at him. “I don’t know how I am. Maybe this will all hit me later. I’m sure it will. But, for right now, I’ve never felt better.”

      I couldn’t explain it. I’d just found out two of the most important people in my life had betrayed me. Murdered my parents. But somehow, it felt like I’d always known or that there had been some black curtain around my heart, shrouding the truth. Now that it was exposed, things felt in balance.

      “There was a cancer in the coven,” Delia said, giving voice to my feelings. “And we’ve just rooted it out. That makes this a good day. Now, let’s get going. Miles is right. We still have one last debt to settle.” She shot a sly wink to Finn.

      It took us a few minutes to walk to the gift shop. By the time we got there, Avelina was waiting. She wore a flowing, black robe, her white hair falling in shimmering waves around her shoulders. When Delia saw her, she straightened her back and moved away from me. I realized the two of them had some history together. And knowing them both, I’d probably never hear it.

      Broken, bruised, betrayed, and a little battered, what was left of the Five assembled in the back room of the gift shop.

      “First things first,” Miles said. As the oldest member, protocol dictated he run this meeting. And I realized that was about to change.

      “We’re short a member,” he said. “Delia, will you serve? It’ll make things a hell of a lot easier.”

      Delia answered by taking the seat at the head of the table. She was now in charge. She shot a look to Finn and Avelina behind me. Normally, we wouldn’t do this with outsiders present. But, these weren’t normal times.

      “I suppose that deed burned up in the fire,” Delia said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Finn said. “I recorded it with the county this morning. The wilderness belongs to the coven.”

      Delia arched a brow, realizing he’d done it even before we performed the spell. She nodded, impressed.

      “The stone,” Avelina said. She grew impatient, almost breathless. “It’s gone for good.”

      Delia put up a hand. I took my seat at the end of the table. “Suppose that’s for the best, anyway. That thing could have killed your boy.”

      “I’m sorry,” Miles said. “We tried. All we saw was fire.”

      Avelina took a staggering step back. Miles was blunt. She hadn’t expected to hear that. In all the chaos, I hadn’t had a chance to sort anything out yet. But, Miles was right. All I saw in that circle when we performed the spell was fire.

      Delia put a hand up. “Now, just hold on. You’re all lucky I was there. At least one of us knows what the hell we were looking at. I’m sorry about one thing. I should have figured out Paula Landry was a snake. She held back. She tried to sabotage that spell. I didn’t recognize it for what it was.”

      “Then it’s over,” Avelina said, distraught. “There’s nothing left.”

      “I said hold on,” Delia said. “So impatient. You’re right. I didn’t see as much as I hoped. And I’m not sure what I did see is what you’re after. But it wasn’t nothing. That stone, I felt the magic in it. Avelina, you and I go way back. So, you know that I’m not going to lie to you. You might not like what I have to say, but at least you’ll know it’s the truth. And I’m truly sorry about what happened here today. We should have cleaned up our own house long ago. Your boy almost got hurt because of it.”

      “I don’t hold that against you,” Avelina said. “And I trust you’ll do what needs to be done to ensure that kind of dark magic doesn’t find its way to Durness again. But, now all of you know a secret that you must keep. You cannot let the other covens know about us.”

      “That won’t happen,” I said. “I’m a member of this coven. But, Finn is my mate.”

      “She’s right,” Miles said. “Like it or not, you’re family.” He had a devilish smile on his face that warmed my heart.

      “All right then,” Delia said. “That’s settled. Your secret is safe. It’s always been safe. I knew there was something special about you all along, Avelina. It’s nice to finally understand it. Now, about that stone.”

      Avelina trembled. She took an empty seat beside me. Finn stood guard behind me, his hands on my shoulders.

      Delia reached across the table and took Avelina’s hands in hers. “It was a very old stone,” she said. “But, the magic in it. It was released recently.”

      “What do you mean, recently?” I asked.

      Delia caught my eye, then she looked back at Avelina. “Whatever came out of that egg,” she said. “It was no more than a generation ago. Twenty years give or take a few.”

      “I don’t...Finn...what does that mean?”

      His face had turned to stone. Only a flicker near the corner of his eye conveyed the gravity of what Delia had just said. Avelina turned to me.

      “It means,” she said. “That the dragon that came out of it is young. And may very well be still alive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Finn

        One week later

      

      

      “All in all, I’d say she’s taken the news quite well,” I said. Gemma sat beside me, dipping her toes in the stream. We’d come to the waterfall where we first met.

      “Well?” she asked. “She tore the roof off the gift shop!”

      Gemma had a point. My mother had at least the presence of mind to take a few steps back before she shifted into her dragon right in front of the entire Durness, Circean council.

      “You have to understand,” I said. “She had a mother’s desperation. If there’s even a chance there’s another dragon out there…”

      “No,” Gemma said. She threaded her fingers through mine. I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was so beautiful like this. Stunning. I ran my hand down her shoulder. Her breasts were full, like ripe fruit begging to be tasted. Her scent lingered and I felt the heat between her legs grow. I couldn’t wait much longer.

      “I do understand,” she said, turning to me. She stretched out on the mossy blanket of grass. Throwing her head to the side, her golden hair fell over her shoulder. She changed that night when we took down the Landrys, nearly coming into her full power. Now, she bore a silver streak at the crown of her head that blended in with the gold. She parted her legs, ever so slightly.

      “Does it mean you have to go again?” she asked. “Is she going to ask you to help her find this dragon?”

      “No,” I answered. “Not this time. She knows my place is with you.”

      “Thank you. Finn, I know how much you wanted to go to Knoydart for this. And, we will. I promise. It’s just, this feels right to me.”

      I crawled toward her. She parted her legs and I slid my body between them. Gemma leaned back on her elbows. God, she was so hot. She drew me in. I reached down and slid a finger into her silken wetness.

      “It is right,” I said. “Your magic is part of mine now too.”

      “Mmm,” she smiled, wrapping her legs around me, inviting me even closer. I shuddered with building desire. “Not all the way.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked her. I’d asked her this a million times it seemed. She answered by leaning up to nip my earlobe.

      “It’s time, baby. Think how much trouble we could have avoided if we’d have just done this that first time I found you here. I should have. I wanted to. Did you know that? You were flat on your back and you looked so scrumptious. All those rippling muscles. And this…”

      Her fingers closed around my rigid cock. Oh, I knew. I pulsed in her hand. She spread her thighs for me. I slid my way home.

      God, she was so hot. So good.

      “Will it hurt?” she asked. There was no fear in her question, just curiosity. I moved in her. She threw her head back and bit her lip.

      “No,” I whispered, kissing my way along her shoulder, up her throat, teasing her breasts, until I found her lips again.

      “Pity,” she whispered. “I do love the way you burn.”

      I let out a roar of desire. I felt my scales ripple along my back, then settle. Oh, my dragon wanted this. Demanded it.

      Gemma dug her fingers into the soft earth, bracing herself. Oh, yes. She knew I wouldn’t be gentle.

      I quickened my pace, letting my heat rise. There would be no holding back for either of us now. Gemma arched her back, taking me in. The ground rumbled beneath us. It was as if we’d drawn upon the molten core of the earth. Her fire. Mine. Joining once and for all.

      “Yes!” Gemma felt it. It moved through her. Her blood heated; her pulse quickened. The first tiny sparks danced from her fingertips. She was liquid heat. Her eyes shimmered gold.

      I dug my heels into the ground, pressing into her as far as I could go. I would let her take her pleasure first. She was so close already. She threw her head back and breathed fire. It swirled around us, binding us together. I held back, letting her have what she needed. Her walls clenched around me as she came. Her skin glowed.

      “Finn!” she cried. “Oh, yes! Baby!”

      Then, it was my turn. I slid out of her. Gemma scrambled to her knees, going up on all fours. I drove myself home and let my fire out. Her skin still sparked with her flame. Now, it was time for mine to join hers all the way.

      I let out a growl and came inside of her. I sank my teeth into that soft space at the base of her neck, scoring her with my flame. Branding her. Making her mine. She reared back, taking me in all the way.

      Her fire. My fire. It slipped around and through us. Joining us. Binding us. Becoming something greater than we each had alone. Then, the fire poured back into me, forever altered. It was no longer mine. It was no longer hers. It was ours.

      My love. My mate. The mother of my child.

      It happened then. I felt it. Gemma gave out a little gasp and I knew she felt it too. A tiny life, created from fire. Gemma opened herself even more, begging for it. And my seed took root.
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        Gemma

        Two months later

      

      

      “They’ll know,” Finn said. He wrapped his arms around my waist as I leaned my head against his shoulder. We fit well together. His heat joined with mine. Since that day in the Durness Wilderness, I could barely keep my hands off of him. He warned me it would be like that at first. A dragon mating is a powerful thing. With each time, I felt our fire grow stronger.

      “Still,” I said. “I’d just rather keep this little secret to ourselves a while longer.”

      He turned me in his arms and leaned down, pressing his lips to my stomach where our child grew. I hadn’t expected it. Hadn’t planned for it. But, the moment it happened, I knew it was right. It was what we were both meant for.

      “You’re sure she won’t be a dragon?” I asked. I’d wondered that from the start.

      “No,” he said. “Only two dragons can produce a dragon. What she’ll be is something perfectly new and perfectly wonderful. Now, come on. Let’s go make this official.” He shot me a wink and left the room.

      That was the day the Brandhart dragons came to Durness. We were married in the little chapel in the center of town. I wished my father were there to walk me down the aisle and into the arms of the man I loved. But, I felt him there that day just the same. And, I got the next best thing.

      Delia poked her head into the tiny cry room where I’d gotten dressed. She wore her best blue dress with a white, lace collar. Her steps were sure. It seemed she got a little dragon magic the day she rejoined the Five. It restored some of her vigor and made her eyes sparkle. Then, my two new sisters walked in.

      Shae and Grace took me in right away. Durness was bittersweet for Shae. It turned out Miles was a brother to the mage who’d been her foster father. He’d passed away last year, but he was the spitting image of Miles and I saw tears in his eyes when she told her story. Miles’s brother had died protecting Shae. So, he met a niece he never knew he had.

      Shae’s little girl, Cassia, tottered in holding her mother’s hand. She had a shock of red hair and bright blue eyes. I sensed her magic instantly when I bent down to meet her for the first time.

      “You’re sure she’s not part mage?” I asked.

      “No,” Shae smiled. “But, she was conceived with magic, all right.” Shae blushed.

      Grace was Gideon’s wife. She had a newborn baby of her own, Amelia. Incredibly, I’d learned the child was a wolf shifter. Grace’s father was a shifter, and mating with Gideon had somehow reactivated that DNA. And I knew that was a powerful secret we all shared. I felt an instant protectiveness over Amelia and immediate love for Grace.

      “You look amazing,” Shae said, gushing. I stood and turned toward the mirror on the wall. I wore my mother’s wedding dress. It was the last thing I had of hers and it mercifully survived the fire when my parents died. She’d kept it preserved in a safety deposit box at the Durness bank along with all my parents’ important papers. For fifteen years, I’d let the lot where our house used to stand stay vacant. Now, with my own baby on the way, Finn and I were thinking about rebuilding.

      The gift shop, however, was another matter. Avelina had paid to fix the damage to it, but I deeded it to Benny. He and his nephew would reopen in the spring. As for me, I wanted to see the world with Finn. We would build the house here in Durness, but his business was in Chicago. I wanted to get to know my new family as well as keep my old.

      “Time to rock and roll,” Grace said.

      I bent down and kissed Cassia on the cheek. With her mother’s help, she would go down the aisle first, spreading flowers along the way. Grace would follow next. Then, Delia and I would go together. It was right that she would give me away.

      The next few minutes felt like a dream. I don’t remember my feet touching the ground. I think I floated all the way as Finn looked at me with tears in his eyes.

      Miles performed the ceremony, and that was fitting too. A fire mage marrying a dragon and me, the last of my kind. My unborn daughter would be of me, but something altogether new. I couldn’t wait to see what she would do.

      As Miles said all the important things, Finn took my hands in his, warming me. The fire glowed between us, forever changed, forever stronger. I took him as my husband and pledged to be his wife. We didn’t need vows to bind us. That was for the rest of the world. Our real bond was much deeper, much stronger than that. When Finn kissed me, my heart skipped and a tiny spark of flame swirled between us.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you more,” I answered. Then, we joined hands and faced our family as one.

      Downtown Durness became like Mardi Gras. Covens from all over the country came to celebrate. Old friends and new. I was happy. I was exhausted. I couldn’t wait to get Finn alone.

      We sat apart from the crowd on a stone bench near the town square. Avelina was dancing in the streets with Miles. Benny kept cutting in. Delia stood to the side, watching, happy. She turned to us and smiled, then made her way to the empty bench beside us.

      Loch, Gideon, and Xander kept watch over the crowd. Only Finn’s brother Kian seemed unhappy here. No, not unhappy. Pensive. He sat on a bench in front of the hardware store sipping a draft beer from a giant mug. Every once in a while, he would look our way and his eyes glinted fire.

      “Is he going to be all right?” I asked Finn.

      Finn bristled. “I hope so.”

      Avelina finally found a break as Shae took Miles’s hand and let him spin her around as the music played on. Avelina made her way over to us and sat beside Delia.

      “Okay, old woman,” she said. “Time to share your secrets.”

      I almost answered for her. We had no more secrets between us. But, Delia leaned over and whispered something in Avelina’s ear. Avelina’s face fell for a fraction of a second, but she recovered and found her smile.

      “Everything okay over there?” I asked.

      “Everything is about as perfect as it can be,” Avelina said. She rose looking every bit the regal dragon queen she was. She leaned down and hugged her son, then me. “It’s going to be a wonderful year.” She turned back to the crowd and made her way to Loch. Smiling back, she waved as she pulled him to the side.

      I turned to ask Delia what was going on, but she was already gone.

      “Leave them to their intrigue,” Finn said. “My mother always manages to find it. We’ve earned a patch of peace.”

      Yawning, I settled against him. “She’s right. Everything’s about as perfect as it can be, my love.”

      “And it’s only just the beginning,” he said, kissing the top of my head.

      “Says you,” I said through another yawn. “I’m looking forward to curling up in bed and sleeping for like a year after this.”

      “Oh, you’ll get your sleep,” he growled, nipping my ear. “But, I’m not finished with you just yet.”

      I slapped at him playfully. “Shhh, they’ll hear you.”

      “Oh, I plan to make you howl, baby.”

      I snorted with laughter. I was spent, and yet, heat rose within me. I wanted Finn, badly.

      “Come on, wife,” Finn said, rising. He took me with him, lifting me in his arms with dizzying strength. He spun me away from the crowd.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. “I never even planned for after. As much as I love you, you’ve kind of been hard on the town. The gift shop’s toast. So is Mrs. Harris’s. And there’s no way I’m sleeping in the woods again, as much fun as we had last time.”

      “Relax,” Finn said, with that devilish smirk on his face. “You forget, you’re married to a dragon. I can take you anywhere you want to go.”

      The answer popped into my head so quickly, I wondered if he put there. Finn smiled. “I like the way you think. Knoydart it is. I have a little cottage there outside of town. It’s perfect, quiet, peaceful. Tomorrow, I’ll take you into town and introduce you.”

      I found Finn’s lips again. They warmed me. We turned down the street, getting away from prying eyes. Then, my husband shifted, spreading his wings wide. I reached up and straddled his back. He reared his head back and let out a roar that only dragons can hear. In the distance, his brothers answered and it sent a shiver through me.

      “Are you ready?” Finn’s voice filled my head. “Time for me to show you the world.”

      Then, he vaulted into the air with powerful grace and we flew among the stars.
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        Loch

        Two weeks later

        Blackfoot, Yukon

      

      

      It was him. It had to be him. My dragon stirred as he came into view. Tall, confident, with a ready smile for everyone he passed on the street. He wore faded blue jeans and a red and black checkered shirt. Easy. Casual. But still, I sensed the predatory nature of his gait.

      I slipped my phone out of my pocket and slid it open. Avelina had sent a picture of him, but I didn’t need it. I could smell a tiger a mile away. But, it was him all right. Tanned skin. Blond hair with just a touch of silver at the temples. Big. Broad like a linebacker.

      “You can’t leave anything to chance,” she’d said. “It’s too important. Not even your brothers know. They can’t. Not this time.”

      There had been such desperation in her voice. Tears spilled down her cheeks and she could barely breathe. I’d never seen her like this. No, that’s not true. I’d seen her like this only once before.

      Over a year ago, she’d been struck by a dragonstone arrow. It nearly killed her. But, before she died, she relived the memory of the day my father was murdered. Until that moment, I hadn’t known she witnessed it. She never told us. It was too painful for her to talk about. Except, I knew now that she’d relived it over and over again for nearly seven centuries.

      “But, how can she be sure?” I asked. We were still in Durness at the time. It had been the day after my brother Finn’s wedding to Gemma. I was happy for him. Elated, really. But, I couldn’t deny my jealousy. Finn was safe. Cured. He would never have to wake with the nightmares of losing control. He’d found his mate and she’d made him whole. Now, it was only my brother Kian and me in the grip of madness.

      My mother had taken a meeting with the oldest witch in Durness. Delia Bradbury. The woman had a deep pedigree, leading all the way back to the Salem Witch Trials. Before my mother even said it, I knew Delia had no reason to lie. We’d done something for her. Helped her root out a traitor in her coven. Because of it, Delia felt she owed my mother one last debt. And, as anyone knows, it’s a dangerous thing to owe a debt to a dragon.

      “Yeager,” Avelina said, sharing the information Delia gave her with only me. “His name is Yeager. He’s moved around a lot. I lost track of him in South America over thirty years ago. I made a bargain with a pack of jaguar shifters he was working for on a mining crew at the time. They promised to deliver him to me, but they got sloppy. Couldn’t keep their own affairs in order. He disappeared.”

      “Jesus,” I whispered. “Do you even think he knows?”

      “It doesn’t matter what he knows,” she said, her voice barely more than a hiss. “It only matters what’s in his blood. Of that, there can be no doubt. This is family business, Loch. Retribution. With your father’s dying breath, he made me swear one thing. Vengeance. It’s the only thing he asked for. It’s the only thing that kept me going for all those years. Every time I thought I was safe, the tigers found me. Generation after generation. They swore their own pact and the sons and grandsons of Christoph Jeger kept coming to kill me. I went into hiding for centuries because of it. They’ll never stop coming, so I won’t either. Now, it’s up to you to keep this promise to the father you never knew. I don’t ask much of you. But, you will do this one thing for me, or you are no son of mine.”

      My heart turned to stone as she touched my cheek. In an instant, she showed me her pain. My father’s pain. He lay frozen, bound by magic as the tigers closed in and ripped out his throat.

      “Yeager,” she said, holding up the picture. “Clint Yeager. He’s the last of Christoph’s line. It’s a simple thing I’m asking. Avenge your father. Take him out. End the war once and for all.”

      Clint Yeager. There could be no mistake. He had that tiger swagger as he crossed the street, heading for the hardware store. I took a slow sip of coffee and flipped the page of the newspaper I’d picked up.

      Then, a thunderbolt hit me straight in the chest. A roar ripped out of me. Yeager froze and sniffed the air. He caught my scent, but didn’t know what it was. I gripped the mug so hard I cracked the handle.

      The air shifted, and my senses heightened. A beat-up red pickup pulled into a space right in front of me, momentarily blocking my view of Yeager. My spine tingled as a new scent took hold.

      A woman slid out of the driver’s seat. As she slammed the door shut, her dark hair swished around her shoulders. She dropped her keys on the ground and bent to pick them up. My jeans tightened and I went on high alert. I’d never scented anything like her before. Sweet, primal, intoxicating. She was gorgeous with high, strong cheekbones, full sensual lips. She had a small waist but ample cleavage that nearly spilled out of the white tank top she wore beneath her flannel shirt. She was strong and toned, an athlete for sure.

      Her legs were sculpted muscle in cutoff jeans. She wore battered work boots. She seemed to move in slow motion as she straightened and flicked her hair over her shoulder.

      I wanted her. A growl ripped from my throat. It was too low for someone like her to hear. She was human. And yet...there was something...other about her.

      Clint Yeager was heading straight for her. My fingers turned to talons. I was losing control. I saw Clint’s tiger eyes glint as he focused on her. He was after her. His look was unmistakable. Protective. Possessive. Alpha male.

      I rose, ready to get between them. If he so much as touched her…

      Her step quickened as Yeager crossed the distance between us. She let out a lilting laugh that warmed my blood.

      “Hey, baby,” Yeager said. Deep lines creased his face as he smiled, showing straight, white teeth, the canines just a bit longer than the rest. I rose, struggling to keep my dragon in check.

      As Yeager got close, the woman spread her arms wide and threw herself at him. Yeager caught her with one arm and planted a kiss on her cheek.

      “Phew,” she said, waving her hand in front of her nose. “Dad, you smell like wet cat.”

      Dad?
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