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 Chapter 1 – Noah 
 
      
 
    Noah hated coming to the club during the day. 
 
    At night, it felt more glamorous, somehow. It was still just a crappy nightclub on the outskirts of Miami, but at night with the lights on and the stars overhead… well, it was probably just the fact that he couldn’t see much of the place when it got dark, he reflected with a grimace as he pulled his truck into the parking lot. And the less you saw of Metamorphosis, the better. 
 
    There was a guy on the roof tinkering with the club’s neon sign. There was always something wrong with that thing—Noah could count on one hand the nights he’d been there to see all the letters lit up properly. It was Reed’s fault for giving the place such a long name, and for skimping so outrageously on upkeep. The dude was loaded, Noah knew that much—rich enough that he could afford way less crappy decorations. He could afford to pay his employees a lot more, too, but Noah wasn’t going to give that too much thought. It got too depressing too quickly, thinking of the lousy apartment where he spent every spare minute that he wasn’t working here.  
 
    Not that Noah was especially good with money. It hadn’t been much of a concept, growing up in the Everglades with his family. Growing up had been about survival—the only currency he’d traded in was violence or at least the threat of it. It was why he was so good at his job, in the end, so he supposed on some level he was grateful to his older brothers and his parents for being so hard on him. But it was hard to be grateful for that kind of upbringing. Maybe that would change in the future. He’d only been out of there for a decade or so, and that was hardly any time when it came to the lifespan of a dragon.  
 
    Did Reed know that Noah was older than him, he often wondered? His boss took a pretty condescending tone with him most of the time, but he was like that with most of his shifter staff, regardless of apparent or actual age. One of the wolves who tended bar looked to be in his seventies but was much older, and Reed was as much of a jerk to him as he was to the rest of them, so Noah tried not to take it personally. Still, it chafed to be spoken to like he was a kid when he had a couple of decades on Reed at least. At ninety, he was the baby of his family… but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a lot older than most of the humans he ran into.  
 
    Bigger than them, too. He was yet to meet a human who matched him physically. Very rarely, he’d run into someone who was taller than him—but those guys always lacked in muscle where he absolutely did not. It was no surprise that he spent most of his nights at Metamorphosis either at the door or patrolling the dance floor, making sure nobody got into trouble. It was amazing how trouble seemed to evaporate when someone well over six foot tall with the general frame of a bodybuilder turned up. And when the trouble didn’t evaporate… well, he was yet to get into a fight with anyone, human or shifter, that could even remotely compare to the fights he’d had with his brothers growing up. 
 
    Was that all he was good for, standing around being threatening? Honestly, it felt strange. Among his brothers, Noah was the runt—both of his older brothers were taller than him, stronger than him, faster than him. So to be among humans—and other shifters, for that matter—who looked at him like some kind of terrifying super-soldier, that was a strange feeling. It was why Reed had hired him, almost a decade ago now. He’d taken one look at the hazel-eyed young man sitting disconsolately at the Metamorphosis bar, clapped him on the shoulder and offered him a job. Hired muscle, that was what he was. But at the time, he’d been so grateful to be given a bit of direction in life that he’d have taken any job on offer.  
 
    He might have thought a little more about it if he’d known what it was going to be like, Noah thought now, gritting his teeth as he opened the door to the club. It always stank of stale beer in here, no matter how well the place got cleaned. At least it was closed. On weekends, they opened during the day, but it was Monday now, and even the degenerate crowd that frequented the place had other places to be. Noah blinked around the empty bar, waiting for his eyesight to adjust to the gloom in here. It was a deceptively big building—there were rooms beyond and below the front bar and a complex network of doors and staircases that got you there. Each one guarded, of course. It was a few hours until opening time, but Rory was in his usual spot behind the bar, meditatively polishing a filthy glass. The old wolf’s silver eyes settled on Noah as he came in. 
 
    “You’re early, dragon. Here to get drunk before your shift?”  
 
    ”I’m good. Reed wanted to see me for something or other.” 
 
    Rory raised an eyebrow. “Never a good sign. Sure you don’t want a drink? Got a new batch of moonshine in.” 
 
    ”I’d rather keep my eyesight and my liver intact, thanks,” Noah said. The rotgut that Rory made was legendary among the staff at Metamorphosis. The story went that he’d been making it since Prohibition times—an old recipe, handed down through his pack since time immemorial. But from what Noah could tell, Rory was the last surviving member of his pack.  
 
    ”Suit yourself,” the old wolf shrugged, reaching under the bar. “You’ll note I’ve never gone blind. Picture of health, me.” He retrieved a bottle containing a clear liquid and took a deep draft of it. Noah wrinkled his nose. 
 
    ”I can smell it from here, Rory.” 
 
    ”It’s good for you. Kills off all the germs that make you sick. What’s Reed want with you?” 
 
    ”I don’t know. He just told me to get in early.” 
 
    “He was downstairs last I checked. Something’s going on.” Rory’s voice lowered, and Noah leaned in, intrigued. Rory had a way of knowing all the gossip around the place, among the staff and among the regular clientele—who owed money to who, who was sleeping with who, what the next big fight was going to be. How he found any of it out, Noah wasn’t sure. Maybe it was because the old guy seemed so unthreatening that nobody felt the need to keep their voices down around him. After all, what could some silver-eyed old bartender do? Quite a lot, actually. Noah knew for a fact that Rory had the inside scoop on just about every criminal organization at this side of Miami. Not that he’d ever let on—too strong a self-preservation instinct. 
 
    “Fourth floor basement, definitely something new down there,” Rory was saying.  
 
    ”Right down the bottom?” Noah was interested. Metamorphosis looked like a single-story building from the outside, but it actually had four floors. The one straight under the top bar was a dance floor—another bar, this one dealing much more in spirits and energy drinks, a DJ booth, and a lot of loud, thumping music. If you kept going down the stairs, things got even seedier—the third floor basement was home to a stage where a rotating roster of what Reed insisted on calling ‘exotic dancers’ plied their trade. There were also a half-dozen smaller rooms for private dances… but Noah had seen a lot more than just dancing going on in those spaces. He hated being put on cleaning duty for the third floor. It was even worse when the club had its monthly leather nights, though. Noah did what he could to avoid the floor entirely on those particular evenings. It was bizarre, what people did to one another in the name of pleasure. 
 
    But the fourth level had been a mystery for a long time. For a while, Noah had assumed that Reed had an office down there or something—none of the staff had ever been allowed down there. But in the last few months, there’d been an upswing in the number of strangers coming through—builders, contractors, those kinds of people, and it became clear that some work was being done on the fourth floor. Noah had been curious despite himself, but Reed wasn’t a good man to get on the wrong side of, and he’d been extremely clear with the staff that access to the lowest floor was strictly forbidden. 
 
    But he couldn’t stop them gossiping about it, could he?  
 
    ”Yup,” Rory said, leaning closer with his silver eyes sparkling. “They’ve been hammering away for months down there, right? But it’s stopped, the last few days. Whatever’s being done down there? It’s done.” 
 
    ”What is it?” 
 
    ”No idea. But here’s a thing. We didn’t open Sunday during the day. Whole place was shut up. Reed told me personally not to come in, even for setup. You know me, where else am I gonna be? But I had to find other things to do with my time.” 
 
    ”What happened?” 
 
    ”Beats me. I wasn’t here, remember? I went for a swim,” the old wolf said.  
 
    ”You hate the beach. And the heat.” Noah grinned. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why Rory had ended up in Florida. It seemed like half the reason he spent so much unpaid time at the bar was the air conditioning.  
 
    ”Anyway, when you see Reed, if you can figure anything out about what’s happening down there I’d be grateful. It’s itching at me.” 
 
    ”I’ll do my best,” Noah said solemnly, tipping the old wolf a wink. He’d always liked Rory. The wolf had been kind to him since he’d started here—nothing showy or over-the-top, but he’d always had time for him. Something as simple as that made a big difference, coming from a family like Noah’s. He’d been suspicious of Rory for weeks, he was so conditioned to search for ulterior motives in kindness. His brothers—or his parents—being nice to him usually meant that there was something unpleasant coming up.  
 
    He shook himself a little. In the ten years he’d spent away from home, he’d learned that the less time he spent thinking about his family, the better he felt. Still, it was hard to stop his mind straying back there. As much time as he’d spent in his little apartment in his human shape, so much of his mind still belonged back home, in the swampy but beautiful Everglades…  
 
    He shook himself again, harder this time. Focus on the here and now. That was how you survived. Constant vigilance… especially when there was no way of knowing when one of your brothers was going to come lunging up out of the water, covered in mud, to do his level best to drown you— 
 
    “Noah. Thanks for coming in.” 
 
    Just like that, Rory had disappeared up to the other end of the bar, his head lowered as he polished away at his glass. The old wolf was very good at seeming invisible, Noah thought with some amusement, but most of his attention was on the man who’d just strode through the doors of Metamorphosis. 
 
    Reed was tall, for a human, and he accentuated his height with extremely well-tailored suits that Noah knew cost a small fortune. He was in pretty good shape for a man well into his sixties, with long silver hair he kept pulled back in a ponytail and a pair of penetrating pale blue eyes that always made Noah tense. At his best, Reed was a formidable but charismatic boss who was ruthlessly clear with his instructions and expectations. At his worst… well, at his worst, Reed reminded Noah of his father. Noah had gotten pretty good at handling Reed over the years—it helped that he had a good couple of inches on the guy and at least forty pounds more muscle—but still, he needed to keep his wits about him when he came in on the warpath like this.  
 
    ”I wanted to talk to you about a special assignment. Coffee?” 
 
    ”Sure, thanks,” Noah said, shrugging. He’d need caffeine to get him through the late shift tonight. Working security on weeknights was always slow work, and he wouldn’t even have anyone else rostered on with him to talk to.  
 
    The upstairs bar had a number of old booths behind the tables, and Reed led him to one that was tucked away in the corner behind the jukebox. The upholstery was ancient and faded, and the tables were stained with the rings left by untold beer glasses, but Reed always conducted himself like he was having lunch at the Ritz. Rory brought them a couple of cups of coffee, and Reed watched him go before he spoke in a low voice. 
 
    ”You’ll need to take the next couple of nights off here. I’ve already organized to have your shifts covered, no problems.” 
 
    Noah tilted his head to the side. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a night off. “Yeah? Why’s that?” 
 
    ”Noah, how long have you worked for me?” 
 
    ”Ten years.” Noah blinked, a little thrown off by this line of conversation. Reed was usually so direct—he didn’t waste a minute. “Or close to it.” 
 
    ”Ten years. How time flies. And you look just the same you did the day I hired you.” 
 
    Noah tried for a smile. “So do you.” 
 
    ”No, I don’t. Don’t do that.”  
 
    “I just mean you’ve aged well.”  
 
    ”For a human?” 
 
    ”Well—” Noah hesitated, but Reed was still smiling. “Yeah. For a human.” 
 
    ”It’s okay, Noah. You don’t have to feel guilty about what you are. Have you ever met another human who recognized you? Who knew what you were?” 
 
    ”No humans, no.” Panthers and wolves could smell a dragon at a hundred paces—he’d learned that the hard way when he’d come to work here. But humans had no way to tell a shifter from another human. “Just you.” 
 
    ”Did you ever wonder how I knew?” 
 
    ”Yeah, I guess.”  
 
    ”I met a dragon a long, long time ago. Well, not very long for your kind,” he added with a chuckle that made Noah feel uneasy. “But a long time ago, for me. He was an interesting guy. I learned a lot from him. Most of it bad, all of it useful. You ever know someone like that?” 
 
    A flash of his father, his brothers, his family. “Yeah.” 
 
    ”I spent the rest of my life trying to understand your kind. Not just dragons—all kinds of shifters. I’ve got a collection of artefacts, did you know that?” 
 
    Noah blinked. “I didn’t. What kind of artefacts?” 
 
    ”Oh, just trinkets, mostly. The prize piece of my collection is a dragon claw. Sharpest blade I’ve ever seen. But I don’t have to tell you, I suppose.” 
 
    Noah could feel the flesh on the back of his neck crawling, but he tried to keep his body language neutral, keep his expression casual. “Interesting.” 
 
    ”I think of it as… well, evidence, I suppose. Back when I started this place, I wasn’t as popular in the shifter community as I am now, you see? A lot of your kind didn’t take kindly to a human being who knew what I knew about shifters. There was talk of getting rid of me. Can you believe that?” 
 
    Noah shifted in his seat, a little uncomfortable with this line of questioning. It was true that it was highly unusual for a human being to know as much about shifters as Reed did. For as long as anyone could remember, shifters had kept their existence secret from humans. Some did it by living in the wilderness—a lot of dragons opted for that particular route. Noah’s family, for example, lived deep in the Everglades in an all but inaccessible section of the national park where human beings rarely ventured. Wolves, Noah knew, often lived among humans, using their human shapes to blend in seamlessly with human beings while still keeping to their own pack structures. Panthers did the same—solitary creatures, they found it easy enough to blend in with humans. And it was an unspoken law among shifters to keep your true nature secret from human beings. Not that it could ever be formalized, of course—there was too much dissent between the species, too much war and bloodshed and bitterness. The law of secrecy was probably the closest thing shifters in general had to an agreement.  
 
    But Reed, somehow, was an exception to that rule. He only hired shifters to work at his club, and word had quickly spread among the shifters of the local community that Metamorphosis was a safe place to spend time. Plenty of humans frequented the bar too, of course—there weren’t really enough shifters in the area for the bar to keep making a profit—but it was a fairly unique place, at least from what Noah could gather from the gossip he heard and the way the more widely-travelled staff of the bar talked about it.  
 
    ”Good on you that you’re still around,” he managed to say now, giving Reed his best attempt at a smile. 
 
    ”Hm. Well, they did their best to get rid of me. One, in particular, I’ve never quite forgiven. He was a dragon, just like you. Green eyes, like gemstones. I only saw him transform once, but it was… unbelievable. He was bigger than you. These huge wings… quite a sight to see.” 
 
    ”And he wanted to hurt you?” 
 
    ”He wanted me dead,” Reed said flatly. “Almost managed it, too, but I managed to escape. In the process, though, he stole something from me, and I want it back.” 
 
    ”What did he steal?” 
 
    ”That’s above your paygrade, for the moment. Suffice it to say… I’ve recently come across some information about the dragon in question. He has children. Three children—two daughters and a son. I know where he is and where his children are.” 
 
    Noah didn’t like where this line of conversation was going. “So?” 
 
    ”I want you to capture one of them. One of his daughters, ideally. Not quite the same as a wife, but it’ll do.” 
 
    ”Are you going to kill her?” Worry started to bubble up in Noah’s chest. 
 
    ”Of course not.” Reed looked offended. “God, Noah, what do you think of me? I’ve worked so hard to build this place—to make it a safe place for shifters like you, who had nowhere else to go—and you think I’d kill some innocent girl just to hurt her father? Of course not. No, I just want to scare him a little. I want you to bring her here, and I want to keep her for a little while—just until what was taken from me is returned. She won’t be hurt.” 
 
    Noah nodded, but he still had his doubts. He’d taken prisoners before. He hadn’t liked it much. And those had been humans. “Are you sure you want me to do this alone? Dragons aren’t exactly easy to subdue. I’ve got the scars to prove it.” He touched his chest unconsciously, feeling for the lines of scar tissue that represented the last time he’d seen his family.  
 
    “You won’t need to fight a dragon,” Reed said, bringing a briefcase out from under the table. “Just get one of the daughters on her own and put this around her neck.” 
 
    He unlatched the briefcase and opened it, revealing what looked like a gleaming silver band. Noah stared at it. “What is it?” 
 
    ”I’ll show you.” Reed got smoothly to his feet and drew the band out of the briefcase. Noah saw that there was a hinge at the back of it that allowed it to open, like a strange pair of curved jaws. And before Noah could react, Reed had stepped to his side and clicked the silver band around his throat. For a moment, the metal burned where it touched his skin—but then he wondered if he’d imagined that because all that was there was cool metal. He touched it with his fingers, unable to find where the two pieces of the collar joined—and therefore unable to remove it. Claustrophobia began to prickle at him. 
 
    ”What does it do?” 
 
    ”Try to shift.” Reed’s voice was low and excited, a tone in it that Noah had rarely heard before. “Go on. Try.” 
 
    ”I’ll trash the place.” Noah blinked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    ”I’m sure.” 
 
    He reached inside himself, opened the inner door to transformation, braced himself to feel the scales rippling over his skin, the wings bursting out from his shoulder-blades… and then he stifled a scream as the collar burned hot against his skin again. He looked down at his hands—still stubbornly, resolutely human. He tried again and hissed at the heat in the collar. It was preventing him from transforming, he realized with a dizzy shock of nausea.  
 
    “How—“ 
 
    ”It works, then?” Reed said, withdrawing a silver key from the briefcase and clicking it into the collar. The collar sprang open, and Noah massaged his neck where he could still feel the burning feeling of the metal, deeply grateful to be free of it. “Excellent. So, as you can see—just get her alone, put this around her neck, then bring her down here to me for a little while. Easy gig. And I’ll make it worth your while,” he added, clearly seeing some hesitation in Noah’s face. “I know you’ve been wanting to get out of that crappy one-bedroom of yours. I know of a nice little place nearby. Bring me the girl, the keys are yours.” 
 
    Noah hesitated. He could feel Rory’s sharp eyes on him from the bar—he had a thousand questions about what was going to happen to this dragon if he brought her here, about what Reed had had stolen from him, about the dragon he’d met… But Reed never reacted kindly to being questioned. He settled for: “She’ll be safe?” 
 
    ”You have my word. Hell, you can keep an eye on her yourself if you’re that worried. I just want to give her dad a scare, that’s all.” Reed tilted his head to the side. “Noah, I wouldn’t ask this of you if I didn’t trust you. You’re not going to make me doubt that trust, are you?” 
 
    Noah swallowed. “No. Of course not.” If anything, he told himself, this was a good sign. Reed letting him in on a personal matter like this—it meant the guy trusted him. Reed didn’t trust anyone. This could be the first step to better working conditions—to maybe getting off shitty security details and doing some real work. Some second-in-command work. It was no secret that Reed liked Noah—he was the only dragon he had working for him. And Reed didn’t have any family, any kids. Maybe if Noah played his cards right, he might find himself next in line for running the place. Humans lived such short lives… and Reed had said he wasn’t going to hurt the girl.  
 
    Reed grinned, shark-like in the gloom. “Great. Let me show you where you’re going.” 
 
    Noah gazed down at the map that Reed pulled up on his tablet, curious despite himself about the trip he’d be taking. For all the misgivings he had about the mission, he had to admit, it might be nice to see what lay beyond the Florida border.  
 
    He’d never been to Colorado before.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    Rosaline looked out over the valley, smiling to herself a little as she listened to her siblings' bickering. It was a beautiful fall day, the air just crisp and cold enough to make her shiver when the winds came down the valley, but with enough residual warmth from the sun to keep her happy for a little while longer. Fall was her favorite time of year—the leaves changing color, the gorgeous weather, and the promise of snow lingering on the horizon.  
 
    Fall always made her feel nostalgic and reflective. And this year, in particular, there were a lot of things to reflect on. Changes tended to come slowly to dragon society, especially in their isolated little valley—but over the last few years, that had changed quite a lot. Ever since their King had met his mate, it felt like things had just started accelerating and never slowed down again. A human woman, Lisa, had become their Queen, which had created enough controversy… then a couple of wolves had moved in with the royal family, followed by a bear, of all things! And with the King and his wife welcoming a beautiful baby daughter to the valley, too, there was no shortage of gossip to occupy the minds of the residents of the valley. 
 
    Not that it was all sunshine and roses, of course. For Rosaline and her sister Olivia, each fresh event had brought a great deal of stress with it. Not because of the new residents of the valley, of course—Rosaline was yet to meet one she didn’t like—but because of their father’s reaction to it. William was a traditional old dragon, with a considerable amount of anger issues to boot, and for a long time, it had been hard going to keep him from doing anything drastically stupid. He’d almost started a mutiny when Art, the King’s sister’s mate, had moved into the valley. And last year, he’d finally been removed from his position on the Valley council… a blow that was still rankling with him. And something that they still hadn’t stopped discussing, Rosaline realized with a sigh as she tuned back into the conversation. It was almost enough to dull the good mood she was in. Almost. 
 
    ”He says he’s okay with it, but he always says that before he has a huge blowup,” Olivia was saying, her eyes far away. Rosaline knew without looking that she was staring up the valley, towards the home she and her sister shared with their father. They were spending the afternoon down at the opposite end of the valley, where their brother David lived with his mate, on a patch of land that had—until quite recently—been abandoned. 
 
    ”I don’t know. I think his friendship with Charles is really helping,” David said thoughtfully. “Ever since we moved here, they’ve been spending way more time together than I thought they would.” 
 
    Charles was David’s mate Quinn’s father. About six months previously, Charles and Quinn had moved back to the valley after discovering that they’d been expelled on false pretenses as a result of William’s machinations—the old dragon had wanted to get hold of Charles and Quinn’s family’s ancestral land, not realizing that the thing that made it so fertile and beautiful was an ancient family heirloom that Charles and Quinn had taken with them when they’d left. Despite the bad blood between them, Charles had proved himself willing to forgive and forget, and he and William had forged a strange and rather unlikely friendship.  
 
    ”I think it’s because of Mom,” Olivia said. Rosaline glanced over at her twin sister, absent-mindedly reaching out to pull a stray leaf from her thick mane of curly blonde hair. Though they were theoretically identical, in their human forms at least Rosaline and Olivia managed to look rather sharply different. Where Olivia kept her hair as long as her waist despite how wild and curly it was, Rosaline opted for a much more manageable buzzcut. Still, they had the same emerald-green eyes and fine-boned features. David had always been the only one who could always tell them apart, even when they’d had the same hair. Even their father had trouble telling them apart sometimes, to their eternal amusement. 
 
    ”I guess it helps to have someone who understands first-hand what you’re going through,” Rosaline said thoughtfully, picking up on the subject Olivia had raised. Their mother had been absent for… well, for a very long time. Rosaline had to admit she barely remembered her. Even David didn’t have many clear memories of her, and he was older than them. Why she’d left was the subject of much discussion among the siblings, but they didn’t dare raise it with their father. He was still reeling from the loss, still deeply wounded and angry. Dragons mated for life, and the bonds between soulmates were legendary. To lose a mate… well, it was unthinkable grief. As a result, most of the residents of the Valley were quite understanding when it came to William’s moods. They knew what he was going through. 
 
    And so did Charles. It turned out that Charles’s soulmate had disappeared, too, not long after he’d left the Valley with his daughter Quinn. Olivia was convinced that this was why the two dragons got on so well—they were both plotting to figure out where their mates had gone. 
 
    ”I still think we should investigate,” Olivia said for what felt like the thousandth time. Rosaline sighed. 
 
    ”I know, Liv. But where would we even start? Besides, you know what Dad’s like. He’d be useless at any kind of investigation… and we can’t exactly leave him here by himself. Who knows what kind of chaos he’d wreak?” They’d had this argument at least a dozen times, and Rosaline found herself repeating herself. She saw Olivia’s eyes narrow with vexation. 
 
    ”Exactly. He keeps wreaking chaos. Everyone in the Valley has some reason to consider him an enemy… and that’s not even touching on the enemies he’s probably made outside of our community.” 
 
    That was a new thought. Rosaline blinked, taken aback. But David was nodding. “True. I mean, I didn’t even know Charles and Quinn existed, did you?” 
 
    Rosaline shook her head. “Yeah, but it’s not like Dad was super proud of what he’d done there…” 
 
    ”I’m just saying, who knows how many other enemies he’s hiding from us, right?” 
 
    It was a sobering thought. Rosaline stared out over the valley, gnawing at her bottom lip. “Surely he’d have told us. After all this stuff with Charles and Quinn…” 
 
    ”I don’t know. William hates losing face, you know that,” David pointed out. “It was hard enough to get him to acknowledge that he’d done something wrong in forging that paperwork and getting Quinn and Charles thrown off their land. Do you really think he’d volunteer more information?” 
 
    ”I’m going to go through his hoard of papers,” Olivia said decisively. “I don’t care if I have to wait until he falls asleep or comes down here to hang out with Charles, I’m going to go through it with a fine-toothed comb and figure out what else we have to worry about.” 
 
    ”We could just talk to him,” Rosaline pointed out, a little timidly. David snorted, and Olivia rolled her eyes, but Rosaline persisted. “I know, I know—but he’s gotten better these last few months. Really, he has! Not all the way better, obviously, but…” She sighed. “I have hope, anyway.” 
 
    ”You always have hope,” Olivia said, not unkindly. “It’s what I love and hate about you the most.” 
 
    Rosaline grinned, reaching out to flick Olivia’s hair into her face—an old gesture of teasing affection. It was true—of the two sisters, Rosaline was the optimist. It wasn’t a conscious choice she’d made—it was just a much nicer world to live in if you believed the best of people and situations. Olivia, by contrast, was much more… well, she didn’t like being called ‘negative,’ but she was a die-hard pragmatist who was always working on a contingency plan for the worst case scenario. And Rosaline had to admit, that particular skill had come in handy pretty often. Sometimes she wished she was a little more like her sister… especially when her wildest dreams consistently failed to come true. Like the hope that her father would be honest with them, for once… would sit them down and apologize for his behavior over the last century or so. Maybe they could be a proper family again someday—not just two sisters working their hardest to make sure their father’s terrible moods didn’t ruin all three of their lives. 
 
    “Tell you what,” Olivia said finally, interrupting her reflections. “You try to talk to him. He’s always had a soft spot for you, you’d be the most likely to succeed at it. If he gives you something useful, great. If he doesn’t… well, keep him busy long enough, and maybe I can find something in his study.” 
 
    David was chuckling fondly at them both. “Teamwork. Your greatest strength.” 
 
    ”Well, we can’t all fly off into the desert and find an amazing soulmate,” Olivia said loftily, shooting David a look out of the corner of her bright green eyes. “We’ve got each other, you’ve got Quinn.” 
 
    ”She is amazing,” David said with a grin, a soft look coming to his face as he glanced back towards the cabin behind them. Quinn was a tall woman with gray-blue eyes and short black hair. Both Rosaline and Olivia had adored her from the second they’d met her, and she’d fitted in very well with their family—even with William, despite the tension between them.  
 
    ”Is she joining us?” Olivia asked, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    ”No, she’s down the hill, helping Charles finally build his cabin,” David said with a laugh. “I say helping. Bullying is probably a more appropriate term.”  
 
    ”He still hasn’t built himself a house?” 
 
    ”No, I think he was fully intending on staying in that tent until winter came. Thankfully, he couldn’t say no to Quinn any longer.” David was grinning. He was very fond of the old blue-eyed dragon—they all were, for all his quirks. He was more interested in tending the land and the growing farm that he’d established on it than he was in ensuring his own safety and comfort. Not that Rosaline minded much—the benefits for the Valley were already huge, with the introduction of a new supply of fresh, delicious food. But she was glad that the old dragon was finally building himself a proper residence. 
 
    ”And how are you finding the cabin? You don’t miss the cave at all?” 
 
    ”I love being able to see the sky,” David said, smiling. “And caves get cold.” 
 
    ”I guess,” Rosaline shrugged. The majority of the dragons of the Valley lived at the other end, in caves carved out of the stone of the mountains themselves. It was unusual, though not unheard of, for dragons to build houses instead of carving them out of stone with their claws… but the more traditionally minded dragons of the valley found the idea of building a home out of wood ridiculous. Rosaline liked her stone room, though. She’d carved it herself with the ultra-sharp talons possessed by her dragon form. “I’m so glad you’re back home, David,” she said, struck suddenly by a fondness for her brother. “It’s so nice to be able to sit together like this so often.” 
 
    ”It’s good to get out of the house,” Olivia agreed. “I get a bit stir-crazy sometimes.” 
 
    ”No wonder,” David said, frowning. “What with taking Dad’s spot on the council, plus everything else you were already dealing with… you’re under a lot of pressure, Liv.” 
 
    ”That’s what I keep saying,” Rosaline said, glad to have this particular subject raised. “It’s a lot of pressure. I can feel it, even if you can’t.” 
 
    ”Oh, don’t start that joke of us being telepathic again,” Olivia said irritably. “I keep telling you, we don’t have some… psychic twin connection, alright? It was just a joke we used to make to annoy you when you were younger, David.” 
 
    ”I still think you can hear each other’s thoughts,” their brother said, raising his hands. “Nothing you can say will convince me otherwise.” 
 
    Rosaline grinned, but there was still worry in her face. “Psychic connection or no, I can still tell you’re stressed, Liv. You’re under so much pressure… and it’s not like Dad’s making it any easier.”  
 
    ”Everyone’s stressed. Stress is a part of life.” 
 
    ”It doesn’t have to be,” Rosaline sighed. “Come away with me. Come somewhere on holiday. Just for a week or two.” 
 
    ”Are you kidding? I’d lose my spot on the Council in a heartbeat.” 
 
    ”You really think Alexander would begrudge you a week off? Come on.” Their new King was almost famously kind and tolerant—Rosaline would be shocked if he had any problem at all with someone as hard-working as Olivia taking a little bit of time for herself. If anything, he’d encourage it. “Don’t you want to go lounge on a beach somewhere for a week? Or a month?” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes. “No. I want our society to continue to function.” 
 
    ”You can’t keep pouring from an empty cup, Liv,” David pointed out gently. “You’re doing a lot of good work, but you have to take care of yourself the same way you take care of Dad.” 
 
    ”I know, I know,” Olivia said testily, in a tone that Rosaline had come to understand meant the end of the conversation. “I’m resting now, aren’t I? Sitting in the sun, having drinks… speaking of which.” She gestured with her empty glass. “Shall we refresh ourselves?” 
 
    ”Yeah, let me go grab some more,” David said, rising to his feet. 
 
    ”I’ll help you,” Olivia said, following him up the path that led to the cabin he shared with his mate. Rosaline was left by herself, looking down over the valley again with a contented smile on her face. For all the uncertainty over what the future held—especially when it came to their father—she felt good about how her little family was doing. Olivia was finally in a position of political influence, her father was finding some kind of healing in his friendship with Charles, and David, of course, had met the love of his life and was happier than she’d ever seen him. Rosaline felt like she was treading water a little in comparison to the rest of her family… but that was okay, wasn’t it? Something would come along sooner or later. 
 
    As if cued by that specific thought, she heard footsteps in the undergrowth. That was strange—she’d thought Charles and Quinn would be down at the bottom of the hill working on the cabin until sunset at least. Had they come back up early for some reason? But no—she blinked, confused as a stranger stepped out of the trees. A handsome stranger, she couldn’t help but notice—a huge man, taller than her brother and even more muscular, with a mop of curly dark hair and a pair of hazel eyes that caught the afternoon sunlight in a way that made her catch her breath. They looked at each other for a long moment, and she couldn’t read the expression on his face. 
 
    “Do I know you?” she said finally. There was something about him that was familiar, even though she knew for a fact that she’d never seen his face in her life. And something else, too. Something told her that he was… important. 
 
    And something else told her he was dangerous. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Noah 
 
      
 
    Noah didn’t ask where Reed had gotten the detailed map of his old enemy’s whereabouts. There were some things you just didn’t pursue, not when it came to this kind of thing. But he knew, on some level, that Reed had a lot of networks of information—both human and shifter—and that was enough to know he could trust the directions he’d been given. 
 
    It was going to be a long trip. And the problem with flying was that it had gotten harder and harder over the last few decades, especially with human technology advancing so quickly. Gone were the days when a dragon could simply fly across the country—now, the prevalence of cameras and cell phones meant that you had to wait for cloudy days and make sure you marked out low-population areas on your mental map if you needed to land at any point for a pit stop. 
 
    But Noah had a secret weapon, at least for the first leg of his journey. So once he had his instructions, and Reed had sent him on his way with the briefcase under his arm, he headed straight for the beach. 
 
    By then, night had fallen. There would still be people on the more popular beaches, he knew—but thankfully, he wasn’t heading for those. He headed down the coast instead, to where he knew he could leave his truck parked for a few days without any trouble, and to where there was a mostly-abandoned stretch of beach, too narrow to be much fun for swimming. Sure enough, there was nobody there—just a dark stretch of beach and a foreboding ocean glinting under the light of the half-moon in the sky. Noah stood on the shore for a long moment, gathering himself. It had been a while since he shifted form… and, he had to admit, there was still a residual unpleasantness in his body from attempting to shift while wearing the collar. It was inhumane, he realized, feeling uncomfortable with the weight of the briefcase in his hand. And he didn’t much like the idea of inflicting that sensation on an innocent woman. 
 
    Well, what’s your alternative, Noah? Tell your boss no? Get fired? Where would you go? What would you do? He had no skills save for his size, strength, and ferocity in a fight… he supposed there were other places where those skills could earn him a living. But … Reed had taken him in when he was all but lost, given him a chance when not many other people would have. He’d been patient with him in the early days, when his scars were still fresh, when he was still mostly running on instinct, on not much more than a cocktail of anger and fear. Noah owed Reed a debt, for that. Not to mention that Noah had seen what happened to shifters who displeased Reed, or tried to quit the bar. Reed had connections all over town, and from what Noah could tell, even across the country—he was very capable of ensuring that someone would never find work again, and he used that power freely.  
 
    So although the idea of kidnapping an innocent woman grated on him, he knew it wasn’t his place to ask questions. Asking questions was what had gotten him kicked out of home in the first place. 
 
    No. No time to think about that now. He had to keep his mind on the mission… and on shifting form in such a way that he’d keep the briefcase with him. Noah shut his eyes, opening that door inside himself… and thankfully, this time no burning at his throat stemmed the tide of magic. He felt his body grow and shift, felt the familiar feeling of scales spreading across his body, of his wings jutting out of his shoulder blades and his tail extending behind him, while his clothes and briefcase shifted with him.  
 
    Reed had been surprised when Noah had first shown him his dragon form. It had been news to Noah that other dragons looked different to him—after all, the only other dragons he’d ever met had been his family. But from what Reed had told him, he was a little smaller than the average dragon… and a lot more aquatic. The streamlined fins that lined his body helped him fly efficiently, true, stabilizing him in the air—but they were also of great use when he was slicing through the water. And the fins on his tail, they were for underwater propulsion. Most other dragons, according to Reed, weren’t quite so well-equipped for water. Nor did they have gills on their throats, which had come as a surprise to Noah. How else did they breathe underwater? He and his family had lungs as well in their dragon forms, allowing them to breathe air—but he couldn’t imagine life in the Everglades without the ability to spend long periods of time underwater. 
 
    And it came in handy at other times, too. Like when he had to get halfway across the country without being seen… and he wanted to make at least part of that voyage by sea instead of by air. Feeling a momentary thrill at the prospect of swimming again, Noah jumped aloft, his wings propelling him a few hundred paces over the choppy surface of the ocean before he dove into its depths. He set a comfortable pace, swimming just above the bottom of the ocean—he knew he needed to follow the shore, more or less. He’d swim as far as Texas, before making the rest of the trip by a vehicle he’d rent once he made land. Reed had suggested he fly the whole way, but it wasn’t exactly an option—he wasn’t built for long-distance flight.  
 
    Swimming, though… swimming he could do for hours on end without tiring. And he’d missed it a lot. There was a lot of peace under the surface of the water. When he was younger, being underwater was one of the few places he actually felt safe—it was so quiet under the surface that you’d hear an enemy coming from miles off. He knew it was strange, to think of his family as enemies, but—well, that had been the relationship. They were miles away from him now, but on some level he was still always vigilant, waiting for the next attack.  
 
    It wasn’t that his father had meant to terrorize him and his brothers so thoroughly, he reflected as he settled into long-distance swimming, the feeling of the water stirring up old memories. The old man was just… deeply, deeply paranoid about having his territory taken from him. After all, the Everglades had only recently been protected by the human government. Up until then, they were at a real risk of losing their home. Noah’s older brothers had occasionally told stories about the family moving around repeatedly, trying to avoid humans who were determined to use the land for their own gain, destroying it as they went. And when you added that to the ongoing disputes between the dragons of the area and the roaming gangs of panthers who felt that they had the stronger claim to the territory… well, it was no wonder his father was a little paranoid about attacks. There were some horrible stories about the guerilla tactics that panthers would use to stake out their claims on an area. 
 
    But it had been an overreaction, the way his father had trained his sons to fight, to be ready for an attack at any time. They were always at each other’s throats—if they weren’t, then their father would make sure they knew about it. The choice was clear—fight with your brothers, or fight your father, and that was an easy choice. Noah shuddered a little, his mind going to his scars. His father had wanted to make him strong. He’d certainly succeeded in making him a good fighter… but he sometimes wondered whether his dependence on violence was really strength, or weakness.  
 
    The underwater portion of the journey passed pleasantly enough, and before long Noah was emerging from the sea and heading inland, aiming for a car rental chain that he knew had branches across the country. He picked out a truck a little like his own, making sure there was plenty of space in the back seat for a human body to be placed (fighting down his twinge of unease at the prospect of forcing his captive into this vehicle) and then set off north-west across Texas, heading for Colorado. Once he picked up the captive, he’d drive straight back down to Florida, dropping the car off at another branch of the rental chain. Reed had marked his destination on the GPS on his phone. Technology, thankfully, was something he’d been able to figure out with relative ease. Some of the older shifters he knew—especially some of the panthers, whose natural lifespans were well into the triple digits—had a lot of trouble with that stuff. 
 
    It was a long drive, but he found it soothing. There was something comforting about the way the highway just rolled out beneath his wheels. Nothing to do, nothing to think about—just point the headlights towards the horizon and go. He stopped whenever he got tired, pulled into a parking lot, and slept in the back seat, trying not to think about what he’d do when he had his captive in the vehicle. Maybe he’d check them into a motel. Or he’d just pick up some caffeine pills and do the drive from Colorado without stopping.  
 
    It was fascinating, the way the countryside changed. The drive took a few days, but it didn’t feel like too long before the flat expanse of Texas started giving way to increasingly hillier, rockier sections—and just like that, the Rocky Mountains were ahead of him, then all around him. The late fall air was cold through the windows, much colder than he was used to, and to his surprise, he found himself switching on the heat in the truck. 
 
    The roads came to an end a good mile before the point the GPS indicated, and he sat in the car a little while, frowning. The roads had been bad for a long while—steep and rocky, even this one didn’t feel like much more than an afterthought, climbing precariously up the side of an impossibly steep mountain. He put the handbrake on and got out of the truck, peering cautiously around him—he was most of the way up a mountain, it felt like, with the GPS indicating he needed to keep going in the same direction he’d been driving. 
 
    So he started climbing, the briefcase in his hand, feeling his heartrate beginning to pick up with more than just the exertion of the walk. It was cold out here, a chilly fall afternoon, but soon enough, the exertion had warmed him up, and he didn’t feel the bite of the air so badly. He kept following the GPS, feeling a little stupid for adhering to it so blindly when it was so apparent that he was in the middle of nowhere. What was he going to do, get lost in the woods then drive all the way back to Miami to tell Reed that the whole trip had been a waste of time? Nobody lived out here. 
 
    As if to prove him wrong specifically, just as that thought occurred to him, he heard the sound of voices coming from the rise above him. Noah accelerated, thrilled that he wasn’t completely alone out here, but quickly caught himself and moved more quietly. If that was his target up ahead, it would be pretty stupid to alert her to his presence, wouldn’t it? Best to go slowly. As he reached the top of the rise, he scanned the area below him, eyes widening. This was where the GPS had been pointing him—there was a low wooden cabin over to his right, perched on the very edge of a steep hill that dropped away. Beside it, a stream tumbled down the hill, too, filling the air with the sound of rushing water. The voices were further east, within earshot of the cabin, and he crept closer, as silently as he could. 
 
    There—between the trees, he could just make out three humanoid figures. Two women and a man, the owners of the voices he’d heard, talking and laughing as they gazed out over a rather striking view of a valley that lay between the mountain he’d just climbed and the mountain next to it. Interesting—the map he’d looked at hadn’t shown this valley at all. What better place for a community of dragons to live, away from the prying eyes of human beings? Reed must have paid a lot for this information, he reflected as he listened to the conversation between the three. 
 
    He almost punched the air when he heard the very name that Reed had given him. William—that was the name of the dragon who’d stolen from Reed. And these three… Noah’s eyes widened as the conversation confirmed it. These were his three children. He quickly made note of their names—David, that was the man, and Rosaline and Olivia were the two women. Their voices were very similar, difficult to disentangle from each other… but for some reason, he found he liked one of them more. She was brighter, somehow, than her sister. Rosaline, that was her name, he realized after another few minutes of the conversation. And the sister was Olivia. 
 
    These were the women he’d been charged to kidnapped, he reminded himself. Well, he’d identified his target. Now to wait for an opportunity to get one of them alone. And sure enough, within a few minutes, David and Olivia headed back towards the cabin for drinks. Noah knew that it was now or never—if he didn’t take this opportunity, he might not get another one. So he started forward, heedless of the noise he was making as he headed for where the three had been sitting.  
 
    Sure enough, there she was—a woman with close-cropped, curly blonde hair, perched comfortably on a rock that overlooked a magnificent view of the valley. He was behind her when he emerged from the trees, but when she turned, he completely forgot that his plan had been to creep up behind her and take her unawares. Her eyes hit him with the force of a truck—they were vibrant, arresting, emerald green, the kind of color you just didn’t see in real life. It felt like he stood there for half an hour, just staring at her face. 
 
    ”Do I know you?” she asked. That voice—the brighter voice of the two.  
 
    ”No,” he said, feeling stupid, the briefcase clumsy in his hand. “My name’s Noah.” 
 
    ”I’m Rosaline,” she said, tilting her head curiously to the side. Not afraid of him. Interested, but not afraid. “What brings you up this way?” 
 
    ”My truck,” he said—then resisted the urge to strike himself hard on the forehead. “There’s a fallen log in the road, I can’t quite shift it.” 
 
    She rose to her feet, impossibly graceful. “Oh? It must be some log,” she commented, one eyebrow raised, and he grinned at the compliment. “My brother and sister are inside, do you think it’ll need more than two of us?” 
 
    ”I don’t think so,” he said, trying to look thoughtful. “I’ve almost got it—two of us should manage,” he said, hardly believing his luck. Had she really just fallen for the oldest lie in the book? Of course she had, he realized, feeling an unaccustomed twinge of guilt. What reason would she have to distrust him? She lived all the way up here, in the middle of nowhere… clearly in a community that didn’t have a lot of kidnappers in its ranks. “It’s just down this way…” 
 
    ”What brought you all the way up here?” she enquired brightly as they walked down towards his truck. He resisted the urge to look over his shoulder to see if her sister and brother were following them.  
 
    ”Hiking,” he said, pulling the lie out of nowhere. “I wanted to find somewhere off the beaten track.” 
 
    ”Well, you definitely succeeded,” she laughed. “We’re pretty remote up here.”  
 
    Did she think he was a human, he wondered, bracing himself for the unpleasant interaction that was looming? Was that why she was so relaxed? A dragon could take a human, no problem—all she’d need to do was transform, and he’d be dead before he even raised a hand to her.  
 
    In a few moments, they were out of sight of the cabin, and he knew it was time to do what he came here for—once they reached the truck, she’d realize there was no fallen log. It was the strangest feeling… as he looked at her, he couldn’t stop thinking about Reed, about what he’d said about not intending to hurt her. Noah was worried about that—deeply worried that Reed wasn’t going to be true to his word. For some reason, the idea of harm befalling this woman was deeply repellent to him. He dropped behind her on the path and moved quickly. His hands shook as he opened the briefcase and took out the collar, unclasping it the way Reed had shown him. He noticed that the key wasn’t in its place and realized Reed must have kept it himself. So he didn’t trust him quite so much as all that. Interesting. 
 
    It was horribly easy to move up behind Rosaline and clip the collar around her neck—he shut his eyes as she made a sound of surprise, lifting her hands to the metal and turning to stare at him.  
 
    ”What—what are you doing? What’s this?” 
 
    ”I’m sorry,” he said, not meaning to speak but finding that the words just fell out. “I’m sorry about this.” 
 
    Her green eyes narrowed as she pulled unsuccessfully at the collar. “Take this off me.” 
 
    ”I can’t,” he said. At least that wasn’t a lie. “It’ll be easier if you just come with me.” 
 
    ”Are you joking? Do you know what I am?” 
 
    ”I do,” he said simply, wanting to spare her from the pain of attempting a transformation with the collar on, remembering all too well the sickening burn of the metal against his own flesh. “You’re a dragon. So am I. But don’t try to—“ 
 
    Too late. He saw her eyes glow with power—then her beautiful face crumpled in shock and pain as the collar gleamed with silver light. It must work by absorbing the transformation magic, he thought, trying to psychologically distance himself from what was happening as she growled and tugged with more ferocity at the collar. He reached back into the briefcase, withdrawing a syringe that Reed had put there for this purpose. 
 
    ”Sorry,” he said again. She stared up at him, her green eyes full of betrayal and anger. God, why did that twist at him so badly? He didn’t know this woman. Full of regret, he grabbed her arm, pulling it closer to him even as she resisted, and plunged the syringe deep into the upper part of her arm, hoping it didn’t hurt too badly. She struck him a few times with her free hand, glancing blows that might bruise—but before too long, her body was sagging, and her eyes were fluttering shut. He scooped her up into his arms, loath to let her fall to the forest floor. She felt so light as he lifted her, and his heart was pounding with more than the apprehension of her brother and sister catching him in the act of abducting her as he carried her down the hill to where the truck was parked. 
 
    He murmured another apology as he wrapped her body in a blanket on the back seat, propping a pillow under her head as well. Hopefully, anyone who glanced into the car would just assume she was sleeping.  
 
    Noah started the car and set off on the long drive back to Miami, his stomach full of knots as he drove. He winced at every bump the car travelled over, glancing back to make sure Rosaline hadn’t been jostled out of her comfortable position. 
 
    God, he hoped Reed had been telling the truth about his intention to keep this woman from harm. Because something about her was making him feel things that he’d thought he’d long ago lost the capacity to feel.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    Rosaline had a series of very strange dreams. She could only assume she was coming down with a cold or a fever or something—the sleep she was in was so heavy, and so strange. It was like she was roaming from dream to dream—fighting with aliens one minute, training to be a knight the next… the next she was airborne, diving and weaving through the clouds with her whole family, and then the next second she was lying on the back seat of a truck as a man who was almost a stranger, but not quite, leaned over her, an anxious look on his face. That dream was a recurring one, actually. She found herself diving in and out of a whole series of bizarre adventures, but the back seat of the truck and the concerned face of the man kept recurring. The only thing that changed was the backdrop behind him. 
 
    It was strange—as she drifted through the twilight sleep, she couldn’t shake a feeling that she was forgetting about something important. Had she forgotten to do something? Did she need to be somewhere early in the morning—had she promised her sister she’d help with something to do with the council, perhaps? Or had David wanted her to see some specific astronomical event that she was sleeping through? She couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was… and she couldn’t quite bring herself to wake up all the way from her sleep, either, to think properly about it. Whenever she got close, another dream claimed her. 
 
    And so it was that she wasn’t especially surprised to find herself in what definitely appeared to be a cell in a dungeon. Not a medieval dungeon—she’d had a few dreams about those already—but it was definitely underground, with dark gray walls and a series of what she could only think of as pens along the wall. The first few glimpses of the dream were of the dungeon—it was as though she was being carried down a hallway, getting glimpses of the cells. There were a dozen of them at least, doors set in muted gray walls with clear panels in them, through which she could glimpse the cells beyond. Why had she thought of it as a dungeon, she wondered? It was a prison… a tastefully decorated one, but a prison, nevertheless. 
 
    Then her consciousness dissolved, as it so often did in dreams—but when she had her awareness back, she sensed somehow that this was a continuation of the same dream. This time, she was inside one of the cells, spread out on a rather comfortable double bed. It could have passed for a hotel room—there was a mini fridge under what looked like a kitchen counter, a sink with glasses, and what looked like a little dining table. Over by the wall, a couch and an armchair, and there was a door in the back room standing ajar, through which she could see just enough tile to assume that it was a bathroom. 
 
    But it was a prison cell. She knew that from the sound the door made when it clicked shut behind whoever it was that had brought her here—the dull clunk of a lock that wasn’t controlled from the inside. She could see through the glass panel set in the door to a featureless corridor outside and knew with a sick feeling in her stomach that anyone could peer through that window and see the whole room. There would be no privacy, in this little prison cell. 
 
    Rosaline sat up. To her surprise, a jolt of dull pain moved through her head, and she blinked hard. Wasn’t pain impossible in dreams? Suspicious now, she lifted one hand—it moved groggily, as though she was trying to move it through water and not air—and pinched the flesh on her arm. It hurt. And what was more, the shock of pain pulled her into a sudden clarity that had not been present before. The room around her did not dissolve, or change… she didn’t find herself suddenly sitting awake in bed. And what was more, as her mind began to accelerate, she realized that none of the thoughts she was having were the kinds of thoughts that people were usually capable of having in dreams. 
 
    ”What’s going on?” she said out loud, and her lips parted only with difficulty. She swallowed hard, her mouth dry as clay—as though she hadn’t had any water for multiple days. What was going on? She looked down at herself, realized she was wearing the clothes she’d been wearing… when? When had she put on these jeans, this particular T-shirt? She’d been going to see David at his cabin… she and Olivia had flown over together, she’d worn the long jeans in case of bugs… they’d sat out on those rocks that had the perfect view of the valley, drinking iced tea and talking about the last few months… how the hell had she gotten from there to here? 
 
    Well, first things first, she was going to deal with the dry mouth. Resolutely, Rosaline got to her feet—and almost staggered as a wave of dizziness hit her like a truck. Gritting her teeth, she moved to the sink, pouring herself a glass of cold water with shaking hands. The first sip tasted like heaven, and she forced herself not to drink it too quickly. Somehow, she was dehydrated. How could that be the case? How long had it been since the afternoon she’d spent with her brother and sister? 
 
    The water helped a little. She drained the glass and refilled it before moving back over to sit on the bed, frowning down at the glass in her hand. She’d never been in this room before, that was for sure… and it was completely featureless, which didn’t give her much to go on. But as she waited, she found fragments of memory starting to come back to her… and with a gasp, she raised a hand to her throat. It hit hard, unyielding metal, and she gritted her teeth, a memory of pain flaring to life in her mind. The collar… she’d tried to transform, and it had burned red-hot against her skin… and stopped her. She stared around the room—it was too small for her dragon form, even if she had been interested in testing the collar again. 
 
    And with that memory came another memory—a tall, terrifically muscular man with a tangle of dark, curly hair and a keen pair of hazel eyes that had been arresting, somehow. He’d had some kind of a problem with his car being blocked… she’d walked down with him to help, and then suddenly… God. Of course. The memories came back to her in a rush now—the way he’d apologized as he clicked the collar shut around her throat, the way he’d held her arm, apologetic and yet so much stronger than her… the sharp stab of pain as he’d injected something into her arm, and then… 
 
    Rosaline swallowed hard, her heart pounding. He’d drugged her. He’d drugged her, and put her into the back seat of his car, and brought her to who knew where? How long had she been away? Had her family realized she was missing? Surely they would have—surely they were looking for her… but how could they find her, if she didn’t even know where she was? She could be anywhere. The room was so featureless— 
 
    Pulling her out of her spiraling panic, the unmistakable sound of the door unlocking sent her rocketing to her feet. There, in the doorway, stood the man who’d attacked her. He had a brown paper bag in one hand and a worried look on his face. 
 
    ”You,” she said, her voice hoarse from disuse. “You—you drugged me. You drove me—where? Where am I?” 
 
    ”I brought you something to eat,” he said gently, closing the door behind him—she heard it click shut, and she narrowed her eyes at him. Did that mean he was locked in here with her, or did he have a key? If he had a key, could she steal it, break out of the room?  
 
    ”I don’t want anything to eat,” she spat. “I want to know exactly where I am, and why, and then I want to be taken back to my home.” 
 
    ”That’s not going to happen, I’m afraid,” the man said—Noah, that had been his name, she remembered with a flare of impotent rage. “It’s been a couple of days. You’ll want to eat something. It’s a burrito. Vegetarian, I don’t know if you eat meat—” 
 
    ”A couple of days?” Her voice shot up in disbelief. “Where the hell are we?” 
 
    ”Florida,” Noah said gently. “Rosaline, I know—” 
 
    ”Don’t you dare use my name,” she spat. “Why are you holding me here?” 
 
    ”It wasn’t my idea.” The guy took a deep breath, and she narrowed her eyes a little, confused by his demeanor. She wasn’t an expert, or anything, but weren’t kidnappers usually at least a little bit pleased with their captives? Every line of his body seemed to emphasize the fact that he didn’t want to be there—didn’t want her to be there—didn’t want any of this to be happening. Curiosity flared to life under her anger. If this guy wasn’t the one who’d wanted her kidnapped, then who was? And could she weaponize his reluctance somehow? After all, if he didn’t want her here, then he was her ally. “Listen—you’re going to be okay, okay? My boss, the guy who ordered me to come and capture you… he doesn’t want to hurt you. He just wants to get at your father.” 
 
    ”My father? What the hell does my father have to do with this?” She felt worry pool in the pit of her stomach. If her father was involved, this could be bad. What was worse, it could put the rest of her family in danger, too. 
 
    ”Look, my boss—Reed—he’s coming to see you in a minute, okay? I’m sure he’ll explain everything. But he doesn’t want to hurt you, okay? He just wants your father to give back something he stole. It’s going to be okay.” He smiled at her, and despite her panic, the gesture was oddly reassuring.  
 
    But some of that reassurance faded when the door opened again. The man who stepped through the door was much smaller than Noah, and yet his presence made her shiver more than Noah’s ever had. He had hard blue eyes, a tailored suit, and an expression on his face that made her want to cover herself with the blankets on the bed and hide.  
 
    ”Rosaline,” he purred, in a voice that made her skin crawl. “A pleasure to meet you at last. I’m Reed.” 
 
    ”You’re the one who had me kidnapped,” she said levelly, trying to keep her voice under control. “Why?” 
 
    Reed was chuckling, his blue eyes scrutinizing her hard. 
 
    ”You haven’t figured it out yet?” His eyes flicked behind her, to the wall—she followed his gaze, realizing there was a poster there. It was some kind of cartoon character, and she rolled her eyes a little when she realized what it was. A huge, orange dragon with a striped belly and a rather stupid expression on its face, tiny little wings coming from its back that were far too small to fly with. Underneath the creature, a logo proclaimed: ‘Gotta catch ‘em all!’ 
 
    ”What’s that supposed to be?” she asked, her eyes narrowed. She took a breath, scrutinizing the man. He was human, from what she could tell. Did he know she was a dragon, somehow? Had Noah told her? He was a dragon, too—could he have broken the only rule of shifter society, shared their existence with this human? 
 
    ”You don’t need to play dumb, sweetheart. I know what you are. I know all about shifters—I might even know more than you know yourself. You’re such a backwards bunch, keeping so many secrets from each other… it’s why humans run the country while you hide in backwaters.” 
 
    She saw Noah’s posture growing rigid at that. Curious. 
 
    ”Okay,” she said levelly. “I’m a dragon. You’re a human. So what?” 
 
    He sighed. “I’d hoped you’d be cleverer than this. Oh, well, let me tell you about your new home.” 
 
    ”This isn’t my—” 
 
    ”As you’ll see, it’s quite a comfortable little space. I’ve spared no expense—the rooms all have these lovely beds, thousand thread count sheets, brand new mattresses. Only the best. There’s a television there, too, Netflix, the whole nine yards… but keep in mind that the Wifi can and will be cut off in response to bad behavior, so I’d watch myself I were you. During the days, you’ll be permitted some socializing time out in the common area with the other girls—again, that can be taken away if you don’t play nice, so play nice—” 
 
    ”Sorry,” Rosaline interrupted, narrowing her eyes. “Am I to understand I’m a prisoner here? This sounds an awful lot like a prison schedule.” 
 
    ”A prisoner? Hardly. You’re a prize, Rosaline. The final piece in my collection.” 
 
    Behind Reed, Rosaline saw Noah’s expression change. He was surprised, she realized—this was new information to him as well. She frowned, thinking about what he’d told her about why Reed was taking her prisoner. Wasn’t it about her father? There’d been nothing about… a collection, whatever the hell that meant. 
 
    ”Oh, yes. We’ve got one of each, here. A wolf, a bear, a panther, a coyote… and now, a dragon! All the species of shifters, and all virgins.” 
 
    She blanched, trying to ignore that last part of the sentence in favor of the first part. “You have—four other captives here?” 
 
    ”Oh, yes. And there will be more, the more species of shifter I discover. I keep hearing rumors of alligators down in the Everglades… not quite as sexy, of course, but all the same—” 
 
    ”You’re keeping us prisoner? Keeping us like pets? For how long?” Her heart was pounding in her chest like a drum. Who was this man? How had he found out she existed? How had he dragged her all the way down to Florida like this? 
 
    ”You ask a lot of questions, you know that?” There was an ugly note in Reed’s voice as he moved closer to her. She was the same height as him, which clearly irritated him—she straightened her spine as he tried to loom over her, and he narrowed his eyes with distaste. “You have William’s eyes.” 
 
    ”He’s my father,” she spat. “Dragons inherit eye color. Wouldn’t a shifter expert like you know that?” 
 
    He struck her so quickly that she hardly realized it was happening—a quick backhand across the face that sent her lurching across the room, still dizzy from whatever Noah had drugged her with. When she looked up, full of disbelief and rage, she realized that Noah had taken a few steps forward, a strange expression on his face, for all the world like he was about to intercede on her behalf. Was it possible? Was he about to break her out of here? But no—as she made eye contact with him, he lowered his arm and returned to his place, his face going carefully blank. Interesting, that. She filed that piece of information away. A potential weakness to be exploited if she was going to try to mount an escape attempt. 
 
    And of course she was. She’d known that almost since before she’d woken up here. 
 
    ”Just like your father. Stubborn and arrogant. Well, we’ll see how well that spirit serves you here, won’t we?” Reed crooned, getting close to her again. She narrowed her eyes, refusing to let him see any sign of weakness, letting the sting in her face fuel her determination to be stronger than him. He sneered at her. “What, nothing to say?” 
 
    ”Take this collar off me,” she said levelly, “and then insult me to my face again.” 
 
    He laughed, a deeply unpleasant sound. “We’re underground, Rosaline. Even if I took the collar off you, you’d be killed if you tried to change forms down here.” 
 
    She tried a different tact. ”When did you know my father?” 
 
    ”Maybe I’ll tell you. If you behave yourself. If you’re very, very nice to me.” He smiled, suddenly, an ugly expression. “I forgive you, Rosaline, for how unbearably rude you’ve been. After all, it must have been quite a shock, waking up here—and I’m sure the drugs Noah here injected you with have left you quite disoriented. You mustn’t be yourself. So the next time we meet… well, I’ll give you another chance to make a first impression, how about that?” 
 
    Her mind was racing. This was blatant manipulation—he knew he had control of her, he knew he had things she wanted (like information about how he knew her father… as well as the key to her freedom, of course.) But she had something he wanted, too. She was a dragon—he was clearly fascinated by them. And she was—her skin burned to think of the phrase—a shifter virgin. For some (no doubt horrible) reason, that was important to him. He was collecting shifter women of various species… and she didn’t want to think about what a man like this probably wanted them for. But it was clear that he wanted her to be nice to him. So she had some power here, too. If she could just play her cards right… stay ahead of the game, figure out what kind of twisted fantasy he was trying to play out, give him just enough of it to keep him wanting more… 
 
    She swayed a little on her feet, feigning disorientation, then sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, blinking her eyes. It was only partially an act—she’d been feeling dizzy since she woke up. The lack of food, probably—the smell of the burrito in the brown paper bag was beginning to call to her.  
 
    ”I do feel sick,” she said softly, keeping just enough resentment in her voice. It wouldn’t do to let him think he’d won so easily. “I need to—think about all this.” 
 
    ”Of course,” Reed said brightly, clapping his hands together briskly. “I’ll let you settle in. Noah here will be your… well, call him your valet. He’ll be making sure you have everything you need while you’re down here… so long as you’re on your best behavior, of course. The doors are automatic, they’ll open when you’ve earned some social time with the other girls. But you’ll probably want to have a nice lie-down. It’s lovely to meet you, Rosaline,” he purred, taking her hand in his—she fought the urge to snatch it back. “I’m sure we’re going to be the best of friends. Come on, Noah. Let’s leave our guest to her rest.” 
 
    The dragon shot a look at her over his shoulder as he went, and she blinked, trying to decipher it. There was a lot there—frustration, fear, worry… for some reason, she got the distinct idea that she and the other shifter women weren’t Reed’s only prisoners. 
 
    But as the door slammed shut, she found it hard not to cave to despair. What was she going to do about this? How the hell was she going to get out of here? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Noah 
 
      
 
    The drive back from Colorado was one of the longest of his life—and the most dangerous. It was a miracle he didn’t get pulled over, he found himself drifting out of his lane so many times. It was a combination of his sleep deprivation—a profound unwillingness to stop, even for a second, in case she woke up and forced him to have to drug her again—and also of his tendency to keep staring at her in the rear vision mirror of the truck. He found an angle that showed him the road behind him as well as her sleeping face, and more than once he found himself narrowly avoiding driving into a ditch or into the back of the traffic up ahead, so distracted was he with staring into the mirror, making sure she was still asleep. 
 
    She looked almost peaceful, passed out in the back of his truck. Occasionally she’d stir in her sleep or murmur something, and he supposed she was dreaming. He hoped they were pleasant dreams, at least. It was better than tying her up and gagging her, he kept telling himself as he drove, as the worry began to mount about how long she’d been passed out. Reed had assured him that the drugs were perfectly safe, that they’d ensure a deep, comfortable sleep for a couple of days. Not safe for a human, his boss had added—but for a dragon like Rosaline, the only side effect would be a bit of a headache when she woke up.  
 
    Noah wanted very badly to ask exactly how Reed knew that—had he tested these drugs on other dragons?—but he knew that he was in no position to ask. Not if he was going to leverage these new responsibilities into a promotion—a future that was a little brighter than his current life. Sure, he felt bad about kidnapping this girl—but it was going to be worth it in the end. She’d go home unharmed, Reed would get whatever the old dragon had stolen from him back, and Noah would get a better job. Everyone won.  
 
    It felt like a thousand years before he finally made it back to Florida, the landmarks gradually giving way to streets he recognized. Metamorphosis was the first stop—he pulled into the parking lot just before dawn, his head swimming with exhaustion. She stirred a little when he opened the door, and he bit his lip, half praying that she stayed asleep, another (surprising) part of him almost desperate for her to wake up and speak to him again. But before long, she was asleep again, and he gathered her up in his arms, feeling a strange tug at his heartstrings as he did so. He was no stranger to carrying people who were unconscious… or worse… but it had never quite felt like this. 
 
    He carried her into the building, still wrapped in the blanket he’d tucked around her shoulders back in Colorado. His instructions had been very clear, but he still felt a prickle of apprehension as he headed down the stairs, through the levels of the bar… and finally, through a doorway that had always been forbidden. The stairway to the fourth floor. He had to admit, he was curious about what was down here… and as he emerged into the gloomy space, his eyes widened with shock. 
 
    He could see why there had been so many builders and contractors down here. The place was completely different from the floors above it. He found himself in what almost felt like the hallway of an upscale hotel, plush carpet on the floor, wood-paneled walls to his left and right. There were doorways set in the walls, too—as he moved down the hallway, remembering his instructions, he resisted the urge to glance through the clear panels set in each one. He’d been told to mind his business, so he would. Besides, Rosaline was stirring a little in his arms again—was she waking up? Had he disturbed her, the unusual rhythm of his walking disturbing her from her artificial sleep? But no—she quickly fell back into her deep sleep, her head resting against his chest. God, why did that feel so strange? Noah accelerated, his jaw tight, looking for the door at the end of the corridor and wondering, as he went, what the rest of the space was being used for. Even if the doors to his right contained rooms that extended to the far wall, that left a lot of unaccounted territory to his left. More rooms? What on earth was this place? He’d assumed there was some kind of room or apartment set up down here to keep Rosaline safe during her stay, but what was the rest of it for? 
 
    The door he’d been instructed to take her through—the one at the end of the corridor—was standing ajar. He moved through it cautiously, peering around. It was a well-lit space, with a wide, comfortable-looking bed… not exactly the dungeon or prison cell he’d been dreading. Still, he thought, looking down at her as he laid her carefully on the bed, he doubted she’d see it as anything less than a prison. Even a gilded cage was a cage if you didn’t have the key. He just hoped that Reed wouldn’t insist on keeping her too long. 
 
    His stomach growled, the sound startling him in the silence of the room—and as he realized how hungry he was, it occurred to him that she hadn’t eaten, either. There was a Mexican place down the street that was a favored spot for the staff, and Reed hadn’t given him any specific instructions about feeding their ‘guest’ (captive, he couldn’t help thinking.) Did she like Mexican food, he wondered? What did they eat up there in the mountains? It was possible they still hunted, like in the old days—he knew a fair few dragons still kept to that life. His own family, for one. He resolved to bring her a burrito. It would be better than nothing. And once he’d done that, he’d head home and catch up on some of the sleep debt he’d incurred. 
 
    If he could bring himself to sleep, that was. Something about the gnawing of guilt in his stomach as the room’s door locked behind him told him that sleep might not be an easy prospect that night. But he was no stranger to sleepless nights. And he’d slept through worse things than kidnapping before. What was it about this woman that was aggravating his conscience so badly? In his line of work, and with his kind of upbringing, a conscience was a frivolous luxury. He couldn’t afford to conduct himself according to some lofty moral code. There was survival, and there was death. Those were his choices. Survival was kidnapping the girl, death was refusing. When your life shrank to that kind of black-and-white, it was pretty easy to get to sleep at night. 
 
    So why was he feeling so ill at ease now? 
 
    The walk to the restaurant down the street cleared his head a little, as did the smell of food—he picked up a couple of burritos, demolishing his on the walk back. Reed wanted him to hang around until he had a chance to check on the guest—captive—and he glanced at the rental truck as he walked past it, resolving that he’d have to drop it at the dealership on his way home later that day. God, his sleep patterns were going to be destroyed. 
 
    Small mercy that the rest of the staff had gone home already, he supposed. He couldn’t have handled questions from curious coworkers about where he’d been, what he’d been doing walking in with an unconscious woman in his arms, what it was that was down in the fourth floor basement… not when he didn’t know any of the answers himself.  
 
    He fought to resist the urge to glance through the windows of the rooms that he passed on his way to Rosaline… and he finally caved at the second-last door, glancing in through the glass panel that was set in its surface. What he saw gave him pause. There, through the glass, he saw a room just like the one he’d left Rosaline in—big double bed, sink and small kitchen, an adjoining door that clearly led to a bathroom. But this one was different. It looked… lived in, as though someone had been staying there for a while. There were clothes on the furniture, and when he looked at the bed, he was shocked to see a form under the blankets, a head on the pillow, not much more than a mop of jet black hair. Definitely a woman. 
 
    What was this? Was Reed opening up some kind of hotel down here? He supposed it was a logical next step, especially with what went on in the bar upstairs… the more rambunctious guests would probably pay through the nose for a space they could take their hookup for the night. But why would Reed have been so secretive about it? And why put these strange glass panels in the doors? Surely any guest would want privacy… the glass panel made the space feel more like a prison than a hotel.  
 
    But these thoughts were banished from his mind when he stepped through the door to discover Rosaline, awake and understandably furious with him. He managed to get the food close to her at least, but he was so shell-shocked from the journey—and from the force of her fury—that he wasn’t sure how well he communicated with her. At any rate, they didn’t get much of a chance to chat—within minutes, Reed had arrived. 
 
    And then Noah really knew what it was like to feel blindsided. 
 
    When Reed left the room, Noah followed him, almost completely on autopilot. What the hell had he just heard? Some part of him was desperately holding out hope that it was some elaborate story Reed had made up to scare Rosaline—that he was just trying to scare her enough to get her to make a terrified phone call to her father, or something. It was horrible and manipulative, of course, and he didn’t like it at all… but it was better than the alternative interpretation, which was that Reed was telling the truth about collecting shifters like they were Pokémon. And worse… he was collecting women, specifically. That didn’t bode well for what his intentions were with them. 
 
    Noah followed Reed all the way to his office, waiting for his boss to switch off the act, to come clean and explain just what the hell all of this stuff had meant. But Reed just looked at him with those cold blue eyes, and he found himself suddenly full of unaccustomed anger. Anger was dangerous, he knew. Anger made you sloppy, got you hurt. The secret was to keep anger down, let it make you cold instead of hot.  
 
    ”So,” Noah said levelly. “Are you opening a hotel down there?” 
 
    Reed chuckled. “I see you had a bit of a look around. Yes, they’re quite comfortable rooms, aren’t they? I suppose it’s a little like a hotel.” 
 
    ”Were you…” Noah took a deep breath, trying to get control of himself. Reed was an observant guy, and he could feel his eyes on him, sharp and intense. Like he was testing Noah. “Were you telling the truth, back there? All that stuff about… collecting shifter women?” He couldn’t bring himself to use the word ‘virgins’—hated, too much, the connotations of it.  
 
    ”I was,” Reed said simply. “It’s a project I’ve been working on for quite some time. I’m so pleased you were able to help me with this last, most difficult piece of the puzzle. I knew there was a reason I liked you.” 
 
    Noah was reeling. He was too sleep-deprived, too exhausted for this conversation. He tried to focus. “Why?” 
 
    ”Why collect anything?” Reed shrugged. “You know how much I admire all things supernatural. Why not collect particularly fine specimens?” 
 
    ”What you said about Rosaline’s father… was that true?” 
 
    ”You’re asking if I lied to you?” Reed’s eyes were sharp. “Rosaline is something of a two birds with one stone situation, yes. The final piece of my collection… and a perfect piece of revenge.” 
 
    ”I thought you were going to release her after you’d gotten back what he stole from you.” The acting challenge of a lifetime—keep his voice level, keep his face unconcerned, when everything inside him was screaming. Hiring shifters, collecting their artefacts, obsessing over their powers, learning everything about them… that was one thing. But holding them prisoner, like trophies? Was Reed really capable of this? He’d always known his boss wasn’t exactly the nicest guy on the planet, but this… 
 
    ”I wouldn’t be much of a collector if I just gave away prized pieces of my collection, now would I? You should know yourself it’s not so easy to get hold of a dragon. And besides… what he stole from me can’t be returned. Not now.”  
 
    ”What are you going to do with them?” Noah was reeling. Five shifters—five women, held prisoner in those rooms down there. As comfortable as they were, they were prisons… or worse. “You were specific about them being women, being—” 
 
    ”Enough questions,” Reed snapped, and his voice was so like Noah’s father’s in that moment that the shock of it almost made Noah transform then and there. He controlled himself, barely, feeling the magic tingling under his skin. “I’ll remind you who you work for, Noah.” 
 
    ”Sorry,” he said numbly, more on autopilot than out of any real feeling. “It’s just been a long night, and I guess I didn’t… realize the scope of what you were doing here.” 
 
    ”Well, it’s been a secret for a long time, hasn’t it?” There was the brightness again, as though the menace had never been there. Reed’s behavior gave him whiplash sometimes. “But in time, it won’t be. I imagine this little venture of mine is going to be very lucrative. There are more humans like me, you see, Noah. More humans than you shifters would imagine who know about your existence… and are very, very curious.”  
 
    ”Right,” Noah said numbly.  
 
    ”But we can discuss that later. I think you need to get some rest. Why don’t you take the rest of the week off? On full pay, of course. You’ve done me a big favor, Noah. You deserve some time off. Oh, but first—there are some spare clothes for our guest behind the bar. Take them down to her, would you?” 
 
    It took everything he had not to stumble on his way out of the office, his heart drumming sickly in his chest. He took a few deep breaths, trying to gather himself, unfamiliar with the feelings that were rocketing through his body. He’d never thought his boss was a saint, that was for sure. He knew what his job was, why he was kept on staff. With the clientele that came to Metamorphosis on the regular, it was only natural for Reed to have needed a few tough guys like Noah to keep things in order, spill some blood here and there to keep the peace. That, he could justify, at least to himself. But this… this was new. Keeping prisoners… keeping women prisoners, specifically, like some horrible cross between a zoo and a brothel… he shuddered, trying not to think about it, his mind working overtime. 
 
    How was he going to make himself okay with this? It was all about survival, right? Do the terrible thing and live, refuse the terrible thing and die… but somehow, that old equation just wasn’t working out this time. He kept thinking of Rosaline’s face, of those bright, intelligent green eyes, the way she’d scrutinized Reed, the way she’d looked at him while Reed was giving her the details of her captivity. For Noah to survive, he’d have to allow this terrible thing to happen to Rosaline… but could he make himself okay with that? Was a promotion really worth that, a better life, if he couldn’t live with himself for what he’d helped Reed do? 
 
    He grabbed the clothes from behind the bar like a man in a dream, heading down the stairs, not sure he could even handle seeing her again. He looked straight ahead this time, not even remotely tempted to look into the other rooms, knowing now what contents they held, what future was in store for them. The door was locked, but Reed had given him a key. He pushed it open, found Rosaline perched on the bed, wolfing down the burrito he’d left for her. Oddly enough, that gave him a rush of relief. At least she was eating something. That would keep her strength up.  
 
    ”I brought you some clothes,” he said, gesturing with the box in his arms.  
 
    ”Great. These ones smell.” She didn’t seem scared of him. Her eyes were frank, appraising—she was studying him like a book. He didn’t like it. He wasn’t sure he knew what she was going to find in his face, so he turned away, making a show of putting the clothes down beside the bed for her to look at later.  
 
    ”I think there are some toiletries in the bathroom—” 
 
    ”Yup. Soap, shampoo, conditioner, toothpaste and toothbrush, even some makeup and skincare products. The height of luxury. You didn’t know, did you?” 
 
    He blinked, taken aback. “Know what?” 
 
    ”That you were catching him a concubine.” Her gaze was level. “You didn’t know what kind of a hellhole you were bringing me to.” 
 
    ”I—“ He had no idea what to say. She was right, of course—but what was he meant to say in his own defense? I only wanted to kidnap you a little bit? What he’d done was still terrible, no matter which way he looked at it. “I thought—” 
 
    ”He told you he just wanted to capture me to get something from my dad, right? That’s what you told me. Then I saw your face when he was saying all that insane shit about collecting shifter women like…” 
 
    ”Pokémon,” Noah said dazedly, gesturing at the poster on the wall. She narrowed her eyes at it. 
 
    ”Is that what that thing’s called?” 
 
    ”One of the security guys has a kid, he’s obsessed with these things,” Noah muttered, feeling completely at sea. “It’s like… animals you catch and train up to fight each other, or something. It’s a video game. I guess Reed likes it.”  
 
    ”Ah. One of those. We only just sorted out electricity, so we’re a bit behind, I’m afraid.” Rosaline narrowed her eyes at the poster. “So that’s one of the creatures you have to catch, in this game? A dragon.” 
 
    ”Yeah.” 
 
    ”Is it meant to be able to fly with those wings?” And to Noah’s complete shock, he realized Rosaline was laughing. “I mean, I knew humans were stupid, but seriously.” 
 
    ”You’re—taking this a lot better than I thought you would.” 
 
    ”How was I supposed to react? Collapse weeping on the bed for weeks? How’s that going to help anything?” She was on her feet, the burrito finished. “My family will know I’m missing. They’ll come for me. You’re going to have a hell of a fight on your hands.” She scrutinized him. “You’re not okay with this, are you? You’re a dragon like me. You don’t like what he’s doing. He didn’t tell you about it, and you’re not cool with it.” 
 
    He took a few steps towards the door, not able to deal with the probing of her eyes right now. “I’ll leave you to rest.” 
 
    ”I’ve been asleep for two days solid, Noah. Stay here. Talk to me. We have so many interests in common. Like what the hell I’m doing here, and how to get me out—” 
 
    He slammed the cell door behind him, his heart racing. A glimpse back through the window revealed that she was still talking, her voice clearly raised in a shout—but the door was completely soundproof. He felt a heaviness in his chest as he walked away, heading for the staircase. Sure, her family would have realized she was missing by now. But how would they find her all the way down here in Florida? Unless they had a helping hand, somehow… or even better, if she found some way of getting out by herself… 
 
    “What the hell’s wrong with you, Noah?” he asked himself through gritted teeth as he headed out into the warm Florida morning. What the hell was he thinking? He couldn’t go up against his boss to break this girl free—couldn’t tear his whole life apart just to save her. 
 
    Could he?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    Rosaline returned to her bed after Noah left, feeling a little dispirited by how quickly he’d fled the room. It was probably her fault, she reflected. She’d pushed him harder than she should have, so early on. A gentler approach would have been preferable… coax him into talking to her, maybe see if she could talk him around to admitting that he wasn’t okay with her being in here. But it was frustratingly clear from looking at him that he was having huge problems with what his boss was doing. He was clearly a tough guy—she wasn’t surprised that someone like Reed had a guy so big and strong on his staff—but for some reason, she didn’t find that intimidating. It was as though she could see behind that exterior, somehow—see through to the person he was behind all the muscle, to those hazel eyes that were full of so much uncertainty. 
 
    Strange, that. She usually didn’t find it quite so easy to read people. But there was something about Noah that was… intriguing. Something about him that just seemed to make sense to her. And he’d brought her a delicious burrito, that was a good way to get on her good side… she shook herself a little, gritting her teeth. Important to remember that he had lied to her, lured her away from her family, drugged her then driven her halfway across the country. Whether or not he thought he was doing it for less heinous reasons than he actually was, he was still very squarely in the enemy’s camp for now.  
 
    She could almost hear Olivia’s voice in her head—and she felt a pang of grief at how far away from her sister she was. They’d never been this far apart in their lives—they’d barely spent a minute even as far as at opposite ends of the valley. Still, she could hear her sister’s voice in her head, clear as day, chastising her for being so resolutely positive all the time. Sometimes things just suck, Rosaline, Olivia would say, exasperated. You have to stop trying to find the silver lining in every single cloud. Sometimes clouds are just clouds. Sometimes huge, muscular dragons who take you prisoner are just huge, muscular dragons who take you prisoner. 
 
    Still… why couldn’t she shake the suspicion that there was something there to be exploited, some weakness in Noah that might help her get her freedom? She wished she had her phone with her, that she could call Olivia to talk, to get her out of here… but of course, her pockets were empty. And she didn’t know anyone’s number by heart, so even if she could get to a phone, she’d have no way of using it to call home. She put it aside for now, staring around at her room. Best to take a complete inventory of what she had at her disposal.  
 
    She’d already cased the bathroom. The medicine cabinet was reasonably well stocked—all the toiletries she’d need were ready and waiting for her. What she’d actually been looking for was some kind of weapon she could use to pry the collar off her neck, but they’d clearly thought of that… there wasn’t so much as a nail file at her disposal. Plenty of makeup, though, she reflected, wrinkling her nose. At least she could make herself as pretty as a picture during her time in captivity. 
 
    She was trying her best to avoid thinking about how he’d referred to her and the other captives—as virgins. He was right, of course, which was irritating. How on earth did some stranger from halfway across the country know about her sexual history or lack thereof? But the fact that he’d mentioned it specifically was deeply unnerving. Usually, men who were interested in virginity weren’t interested in preserving it. She shuddered to think of the man she’d met coming to her room, forcing himself on her… but at the same time, perhaps it would offer her an opportunity to escape. Should she play along, give in to whatever twisted fantasy he had? The idea was repellent, but at this stage, anything that would get her out of here had to at least be entertained as a possibility. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t just her own life she was trying to preserve. There were four other women in here if Reed had been telling the truth, in rooms next to hers. Were they in collars, too, stopping them from shifting? Almost certainly. She’d seen wolves in fighting form—you wouldn’t want one of those on the loose in a room like this. The other women were potential allies, she knew that much, and from what Reed had said, there would be plenty of opportunities to get to know them. That was stupid of him. Or was it a manipulation tactic? Get them dependent on one another’s company, then use threats of solitary confinement to control their behavior? Very possible. But she needed as many allies as she could get—especially if Noah wasn’t going to help her escape. 
 
    Why did her mind keep straying back to him? Probably because he was the only person aside from Reed she’d met here. But he couldn’t be the only guard, right? Surely she’d meet more… and every person she met had the potential to help her get out of here. To get a message to her family, maybe, or even to just sneak her a file or something that she could use to get the collar off…  
 
    The collar was a problem. Even if she got out of this place, she had a feeling she wouldn’t get far on her human legs. She’d need to be able to shift form to fly home, and that would involve getting the hated collar off as soon as possible. It was already bothering her more than it should have—the metal was thin and light, but knowing that she couldn’t remove it if she wanted to made it feel much bigger and more unwieldy than it truly was.  
 
    So, there was potentially some hope in the people around her. That was useful. But what did she have in the room that could be useful? She’d already had a close look at the glass panel in the door, thinking that maybe she could break it with furniture—but that line of enquiry had died almost immediately with the revelation that the panel wasn’t glass, but a kind of hard, clear plastic that she could hardly mark with a fingernail, let alone break. Besides, even if she could break through, the panel was far too small to climb through, and without the key, it wasn’t as though she could reach down to open the door. Rosaline hated the panel—hated the idea of people peering through to watch her sleeping. A thought occurred to her, and she moved over to where the poster was pinned against the back wall of the room. The cell, she corrected herself with a grimace. She wasn’t going to get into the habit of thinking of this space as anything other than a prison. 
 
     Interesting. The stupid dragon poster—what had Noah called it? A Pokémon?—was pinned straight into the wall. From what she could tell, it was just a layer of wallpaper that stood between the wall and whatever lay behind it. What did that mean? Gently, she lifted the corner of the poster and ran a fingernail across the wallpaper behind it. Surely Reed wouldn’t have been so stupid as to… but when she tugged on the pin that held the bottom corner of the poster down, sure enough, it came out. It was only a thumb tack, short and squat, but it was sharp enough to tear a hole in the wallpaper and reveal the rough cement below. 
 
    Interesting—it hadn’t been sealed properly. Had Reed scrimped on the costs a little, hired shoddy workers who’d cut corners? She set about tearing out all the wallpaper from behind the poster, working quickly, then replaced the thumb tack in the wall. It wouldn’t do to keep scratching away with it—if it wore down too much, it might be noticeable. But she could feel her heart beating hard. A room like this, underground as she suspected it might be—there’d have to be air vents, right? A quick scan of the ceiling confirmed it—there was a vent, piping cool air into the room. That meant there was a chance that there was a pipe, somewhere through that wall. A pipe that led to the surface—and to freedom. Well, it was worth a shot, anyway. 
 
    She restored the poster to exactly where it had been, trying to contain her excitement. She’d have to go carefully—it was important to hide all traces of what she’d been doing. So she gathered all the scraps of wallpaper in her hand, making sure no traces remained, and carried them into the bathroom, where a few flushes of the toilet carried all the evidence away. Good. Now she had a project.  
 
    The ring of a bell distracted her. When she returned to the main area of the room, she realized to her surprise that the door was standing ajar. The irrational hope that flared in her chest was quickly fought down. No way had the door accidentally been left open. This must be the ‘social time’ she’d been promised. Rosaline’s heartbeat picked up speed. This was good—it would be valuable to meet the other women who were being kept here, to see if they knew any more than she did about the place. Together, they might be able to break out. 
 
    When she emerged into the corridor outside, it was to see four other doors down the hallway also ajar. There were a few doors in the opposite wall, and as she watched, she saw a slender woman with auburn hair slip through one that was standing open and resolved to follow her. Sure enough, the door led through to a cozy lounge space, with several couches and plush arm chairs organized around a widescreen TV that was playing an old movie with subtitles on and the sound turned all the way down. But Rosaline wasn’t interested in that—she was interested in the four women who were sitting on the couches, staring at her with identical expressions of mingled pity and sadness. 
 
    ”So he did it,” one of them said—the auburn-haired woman Rosaline had seen leaving her room. Her hair fell to her shoulders, and she had a pair of beautiful, soft brown eyes that seemed to glow with warmth as she looked at Rosaline. “He caught a dragon.” 
 
    ”You’re a dragon, right?” That voice was sharper, quicker—it came from a woman with spiky, dirty-blonde hair and sand-colored eyes. “I haven’t met a dragon before.” 
 
    ”She’s a dragon.” The third woman had a thick, lustrous mane of dark chestnut hair that fell almost to her waist, and a pair of silver eyes that Rosaline would recognize anywhere. This must be the wolf. “Sorry to meet you, darlin’. My name’s Abigail.”  
 
    ”How’d he get his hands on a dragon?” The fourth woman was lounging on a couch by herself. Her eyes were dark, though it was almost as though something was gleaming in their depths, and her black hair was swept back into an elegant updo. “I hope you put up a fight.” 
 
    ”I’m Rosaline,” she said simply, unsure how to respond to all of these women at once. “I’m a dragon, yes.” 
 
    ”I’m a wolf if that wasn’t obvious,” Abigail said, a smile quirking her lips upwards. “Jackie’s a coyote, Daisy’s a bear, and Carol’s a panther.” She gestured to each of the women in turn as she introduced them.  
 
    ”Aren’t we quite the set,” Jackie said sourly. There was a restless energy in the woman—she kept fidgeting where she sat on the couch, and it wasn’t long before she was up on her feet again, pacing up and down. “Just wait. Just wait until my family catches wind of this place. They’ll overrun it.” 
 
    ”How long have you been here?” Rosaline asked, moving to sit down with the women. There was a pot of tea sitting on the table with five cups surrounding it—she realized with a jolt that she’d been expected.  
 
    ”I’ve been here longest,” Carol, the panther, said, stretching indulgently on the sofa as though she was supremely comfortable—but Rosaline didn’t miss the anger in her eyes. “Three weeks, as far as I can reckon it. It’s hard, with no natural light.” 
 
    ”How did he grab you?” 
 
    ”I was walking home late. Someone came up behind me, clipped this collar round my neck, bundled me into the back of a van before I could do much more than scream. Pathetic,” she added, and this time Rosaline could see sparks of bright amber lighting up in the depths of her eyes. Fascinating. Rosaline had heard about panthers—a family friend had one for a mate, in fact—but she’d never spent any time around one. “I’m a professional fighter. Shouldn’t have been taken by surprise like that, but the collar…” 
 
    ”It’s disorienting,” Daisy said gently. “It’s not your fault you were overpowered.” 
 
    ”It took four of them to take you down,” Carol said irritably. 
 
    ”Only because they were scared. Bears have a reputation,” Daisy added, glancing up at Rosaline almost apologetically. She nodded. The King’s sister’s mate was a bear, something her father had hardly stopped complaining about since he’d arrived. Bears had a reputation among shifters for being mindlessly violent—but from what Rosaline could tell, that reputation was largely based on prejudice and not reality. “I didn’t hurt anyone,” she said emphatically. “They got the collar on me before I could shift, so—” 
 
    ”I wish you had,” Abigail murmured. “They took me from my pack. We’re travelers, we were only in the area for a couple of days, and just as we were leaving…”  
 
    ”They’ll come back for you,” Jackie snapped. “That’s what packs do. If mine doesn’t get here first.” 
 
    ”What about you, Rosaline?” 
 
    ”I—I was back home, in Colorado, with my family. That dragon came up—Noah, his name is. Said he was having trouble with his truck… then once he got me alone, he put the collar on, drugged me, drove me all the way down here.” 
 
    ”All the way from Colorado? There weren’t any dragons closer?” 
 
    Rosaline shrugged. “Reed’s got some kind of problem with my dad, apparently. I think Noah didn’t know what Reed was actually planning.” 
 
    Jackie scoffed, her yellow eyes full of scorn. “Sure, he didn’t. He works for him, doesn’t he? When you work for a man like that, you know what they’re capable of.” 
 
    “But that was all?” Abigail was leaning forward, a mixture of concern and fear in her eyes. “They just—brought you here and put you in your room?” 
 
    ”Yeah. So far.” She hesitated. “Did Reed give you guys all the same speech?” 
 
    ”The shit about being shifter virgins he’s collecting like stamps? Yes,” Carol said, her dark eyes flashing with color. “Yes, we’ve all been given that charming little speech.” 
 
    ”He hasn’t touched any of us yet, though,” Jackie said, her voice low. “I don’t know why. I’m ready to tear his throat out with my teeth when he tries it, though,” she added, her eyes glinting in the low light of the lounge. Looking at the strength in her wiry frame, Rosaline didn’t doubt for a second that she meant what she said. It was a relief, though, to know that Reed hadn’t yet done anything untoward to his ‘collection.’ But there was still a lot of worry in the pit of her stomach. What if he’d just been waiting for the collection to be complete? 
 
    Abigail seemed to be following her line of thought. The wolf’s eyes were focused on Rosaline’s face, clearly paying close attention to the shifting of her expressions. “We’ve been working on an escape plan, of course, but it’s difficult. We’re four stories down, and there are guards posted on the staircase every night.” 
 
    ”The same guards,” Jackie pointed out, eyes gleaming. “I’m working on making friends with them. Might be an avenue. Get their sympathy up, maybe get ‘em to help us break loose.” 
 
    Rosaline nodded. She’d been thinking along similar lines with Noah. But if there were already guards posted, was it likely that she’d ever see the dragon again? What if he’d just been employed to capture her, and that was all? She felt a strange spike of sadness in her belly, entirely at odds with the situation. Yes, it was unfortunate that someone she suspected she could manipulate into helping her might not be accessible to her… but why would that make her feel sad? 
 
    ”Do you guys have a poster in your rooms?” she asked, remembering her little project.  
 
    ”We do, yes,” Abigail said with a sigh.  
 
    ”I tore mine up,” Jackie said smugly. 
 
    ”I figured out that the cement behind the wallpaper isn’t properly sealed. I think I can scratch a hole through it. And it’s a pretty big poster—should hide a person-sized hole pretty easily. It’s a long shot, but—” 
 
    Carol was laughing, a musical sound. “Shawshank.” 
 
    ”Huh?” 
 
    ”Surely you’ve seen the Shawshank Redemption?” 
 
    Rosaline blinked. “No? What’s that?” 
 
    ”Do you not have movies in Colorado or something?” The panther sounded indignant. “It’s one of the best films ever made. Honestly.”  
 
    ”Sorry,” Rosaline said, smiling despite herself.  
 
    ”Anyway, this will entirely spoil it for you if you do decide to watch it someday, but it very much involves a prison break by means of a hole dug in a wall behind a poster. I fully support the effort.” 
 
    Abigail looked worried. “Be careful, though. If Reed figures out what you’re doing—“ 
 
    ”I’ll be careful,” Rosaline said solemnly, nodding. 
 
    The women talked a little more before another bell went off—a signal to return to their rooms, it seemed. Rosaline felt a lot better to have met the other women. Whatever the future had in store for her, at least she wasn’t alone. And meeting the other captives had made her all the more determined to find a way to get all five of them free of this place. And then, who knew? Maybe once they’d gotten their collars off, the five of them would pay a visit to Reed. It would be interesting to see how big and strong he felt face-to-face with five wild animals. 
 
    Rosaline grinned to herself as she returned to her cell, not even bothered by the way the door locked behind her. It would take a lot more than imprisonment to dull her optimistic spirit. She had allies, she had a plan, and most importantly—she had hope. What walls could hope to hold her for long?  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Noah 
 
      
 
    It was strange, the way the general routine of the bar seemed to just resume as though there weren’t five captive women in the basement.  
 
    Noah spent the last few days of the week at home in his apartment, grateful at least to be able to get some sleep. Though he’d been worried that his guilty conscience would keep him awake, it seemed his overstressed body had decided to take the reins when it came to sleep. After dropping the rental truck at the dealership and walking to the coast to pick his own truck up from where he’d left it parked by the beach—none the worse for wear, safe for a few seagull droppings that would rinse off easily with the hose—he headed straight home. Sometime between getting out of the car and getting into his apartment, he blacked out—there was no memory. He just woke up ten hours later in a tangle of blankets, still wearing his boots from the day before.  
 
    He got up for just long enough to take a long, hot shower, order some takeout on his phone, wolf the food down once it arrived—then he went straight back to bed. By the time he was feeling good enough to head back to work, it was Saturday. He winced a little at what that was going to mean—it was always their busiest (not to mention their seediest) day. What was it about criminals and drug dealers that made them do the majority of their work on Saturdays? He dressed in his usual nondescript outfit—jeans and a black T-shirt that hugged his muscular frame tightly enough to make him a menacing sight—and headed to work, feeling an unusual prickle of unease in his stomach.  
 
    The whole time he’d been home, if he hadn’t been straight up unconscious, his mind had been on Rosaline. It was almost embarrassing, how intently his mind seemed to want to obsess over her. What was it about her? It had to be the conscience thing, right? This was the worst thing he’d ever done, the worst act he’d ever played a role in—her face symbolized what it was he’d helped bring about. But if that was the case, why wasn’t he thinking about the other four women as much? He felt awful when he thought of them, imprisoned at the whim of Reed like they were… but not the same way he felt when he thought about Rosaline. Something in him was determined to protect her, to take care of her, to make sure she didn’t come to any harm… and no matter how much he argued with that little voice inside him, he couldn’t dissuade it. And he sure as hell couldn’t make it any quieter. It was like that White Elephant game his brothers had taught him in a rare quiet moment as a kid—the aim of the game was to think of anything but a white elephant. Of course, when that was the rule, the only thing that your brain would go to, over and over again, was a white elephant. It probably said something very deep about human nature—all it had done for Noah was stress him out. 
 
    And now Rosaline was his white elephant—recurring to him, again and again, her bright green eyes, the way she’d almost seemed to read his mind. Effortlessly, she’d completely figured him out. Everything she’d assumed about him had been right. He hadn’t known what Reed was up to, he did find it repellent… and part of him did want, very much, to get her out of there. But could he really tear his whole life apart like that? Reed had made it very clear what would happen if Noah displeased him in any way. Not only would he fire him, but he’d also make it impossible for him to find another job anywhere else—he had that power. And what was worse… 
 
    He’d tell his father where he was. 
 
    Even the thought of that sent a shudder down his spine as he made the familiar drive to work from his apartment. He and his father hadn’t parted on good terms. The old man had been furious that his youngest son wanted to leave the Everglades, the place that had been their ancestral home since time immemorial… the place that generations of their family had fought and died to protect from humans and panthers alike. They’d fought. That wasn’t unusual, of course, not in their family—but this time, he knew, his father had been fighting to win, not just to teach him a lesson. He had the scars to prove it. He’d given as good as he’d gotten, and the battle had ended in a stalemate—he’d flown away, jumping from tree to tree with blood running from the wounds on his belly and chest. And he hadn’t heard from his father since. 
 
    Who knew if anyone in his family even cared where he was? But when he’d met Reed all those years ago, the man had recognized him by the color of his eyes—the same eyes he shared with his family, with his father. It seemed Reed had known the old man, decades earlier—he’d been among the first dragons he’d ever met. He’d liked him, it turned out. Typical of Reed to be drawn to such a savage, ruthless fighter as Noah’s father. But the association was why he’d offered Noah a job—and the threat of turning him in to his father if he displeased him had kept him there.  
 
    But what was the alternative? Continue to work for a man who was going to do what he planned to do to Rosaline, to all the innocent women in that basement prison? He shuddered as he strode through the door, lost in thought—and came face to face with Rory behind the bar. 
 
    ”There you are, big guy. What’s the news?” 
 
    ”Rory, hey.” Noah rubbed his face. “Could I get a drink?” 
 
    The old wolf’s eyes widened. “That bad, hey? Could I tempt you—” 
 
    ”Moonshine, yes, please.” 
 
    Rory didn’t say anything—just poured a measure of clear liquid into a scotch glass and pushed it silently across the bar to Noah. He sipped at it, feeling the burn slice straight through his mouth and down his throat like a knife. What was it about alcohol that was so goddamn steadying?  
 
    ”Thanks.” 
 
    ”Now you’ve got to tell me what’s up.” 
 
    Noah hesitated for a moment. Rory was his oldest friend here. And he’d never gotten in trouble for gossiping with the old wolf before. “Reed’s got a collection. Of shifter women. He sent me to kidnap a dragon from Colorado to complete the set.”  
 
    Rory’s grizzled face went dark. “I was worried it was something like that.” 
 
    ”You knew?” 
 
    ”I suspected. Saw the bedding going in, see?” Trust Rory to have spotted a clue like that, Noah thought with some amusement. “Five women? Down there now?” 
 
    ”Yeah. One of each,” he said, the words feeling unpleasant in his mouth. “Dragon, wolf, panther, bear, coyote…” 
 
    Rory’s breath whistled through his teeth. “I can’t say that I’m surprised. Men like Reed… they see other people like property they can collect.” 
 
    ”I’m surprised,” Noah said blankly. “I thought—I mean, I knew he had criminal connections and all that, but I never thought he’d—” 
 
    ”Then you weren’t paying attention, dragon.” Rory’s voice was gentle but firm. “He’s a monster, the man we work for. You never found it suspect, the way he only hires shifters? It’s a power thing. He’s jealous of what we are, what we have, what we can do. So he wants to control us. Having us as staff is one way. Having women locked up at his beck and call, that’s just another symptom of the same disease.” 
 
    Noah shuddered at the thought. “What can we do about it?” 
 
    Rory turned back to the bar. “I’ve already said too much. I’m an old wolf, Noah. But you…” He trailed off. “You let me know if there’s anything I can do.” 
 
    Noah frowned, but Rory wouldn’t say any more. He finished his drink, feeling a little better despite the lingering uneasiness he felt, and headed into the upstairs kitchen to see who he was working with that night. To his surprise, it looked like the security roster had shrunk, somehow—before he realized with a jolt that there was a new assignment on the list. The fourth floor. Of course, he realized with a sick flip of his stomach. The prisoners would need guarding. Two guards on the door. To think that his colleagues, the buddies he’d been working security with for a decade, were going to be keeping an eye on these women the same way they’d always kept an eye on the dancers on the third floor, or the bars on the second and first… it made his skin crawl. 
 
    ”Noah!” That was Pete, the cook. He was a panther with a huge burn scar down the side of his neck—he always said it was a cooking accident, but Noah had his doubts. The guy used to run with a pretty dangerous crowd. Now, he worked for Reed in the pretty simple kitchen out the back of Metamorphosis’s top bar, keeping the customers happy with beer, snacks, fries, and sandwiches. Noah headed over to check in with the panther. He was a good guy, for all that he still had some pretty dangerous friends. 
 
    ”What’s up, Petey?” 
 
    ”Take this down to the fourth floor, yeah? Girl in the end room hasn’t been fed yet.” 
 
    The end room. Rosaline. He blinked at Pete as the panther shoved a plate of food into his hands—chips and a burger, not exactly the healthiest meal he’d ever seen. Was this how they were feeding the captives downstairs? He resolved to sneak in something healthier for Rosaline… then scolded himself for not immediately thinking of doing the same for the other women. Pete had turned away, back to his work, humming as he scrubbed the grill. 
 
    ”Are you—okay with this?” 
 
    ”With what, this old-ass grill? No way, but is Reed gonna replace any goddamn thing in here before the place burns down? Hell no.” 
 
    ”I mean… never mind,” Noah sighed, teeth gritted. The panther clearly had no problem with the fact that actual, alive women were being kept prisoner downstairs.  
 
    “Oh, you mean the girls? Reed filled me in. It’s cool by me, I’m not a prude. And if they cut the bar in, win win, right?” 
 
    Noah stared at him, not comprehending. The panther looked impatient. 
 
    ”I mean, safer to—you know, entertain down here than in some shitty hotel room, right? Reed was pretty strict about the need for discretion, though. I don’t know if you got the same speech, but make sure you just drop the food and go, right? He doesn’t want the staff fraternizing with the ladies.” 
 
    Noah shook his head, taking the food and heading down the stairs as he put the pieces together. When he walked past the guards on the door to the fourth floor, he realized what had happened. It seemed Reed had given the staff a bogus story about what the five women were doing there. It was pretty clever—explaining their presence down there and giving the staff a good reason not to try to talk to them. No questions asked. He wondered who else knew the truth. Was it just him? Strange, that Reed had trusted him like that. Well, old Rory knew the truth now, too. Maybe it would spread. 
 
    Or maybe not. Rory didn’t spread information that could put people in danger—and Noah knew all too well that Reed could be ruthless when his personal property was threatened. No—the more he thought about it, the more he knew that Rory wasn’t going to spread the word around. The only person in the building who could stop this from happening… was him. 
 
    Suddenly, Noah’s decision was made. 
 
    Rosaline looked up at him from the couch as he strode into the room, her green eyes bright. He slammed the plate of food down on the table in front of her and spoke in a rush. 
 
    ”I have to get you out of here.” 
 
    Her eyes widened a little, but she folded her arms. “Caught up, have you?” 
 
    ”Yeah. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but—I’m going to, okay? I’m going to work on it, and figure out a way, and get you out before he can hurt you anymore.” He tensed up suddenly, realizing it had been a few days since he’d seen her. “He hasn’t—” 
 
    ”Not yet. We remain unvisited,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “All five of us.” 
 
    ”Yes, we have to get them out too.” 
 
    ”What’s your plan, then?” She started picking at the plate of food he’d brought, giving him a grin as she did. “Sneak me a key in a plate of junk food? Could work, but I don’t know how I’d get past the guards…” 
 
    ”You’re pretty calm about all this,” Noah pointed out, looking at her hard. “You seem way happier than you should.” 
 
    ”You sound like my sister,” she sighed. “What can I say? I look on the bright side.” She rose to her feet, advancing on him. Suddenly she was close, up in his space, her bright green eyes focused sharply on his face. 
 
    ”What?” 
 
    ”You work for Reed. Why should I trust you? Why should I believe that you’re on my side, that you really want to get me out of here?” 
 
    ”I don’t know,” he said honestly, looking into her eyes. “I wish I could give you a better answer than that. What he’s doing is wrong. He’s never been a good man, but I…” He took a deep breath. It was hard to talk through this stuff when he hadn’t even managed to think it through in his own head. But somehow, he felt an urge to be honest with her—to tell her everything that was going through his mind. “When I started working for him, I was scared. But it’s—it’s time to do what’s right. I can’t keep hiding like this. I can’t keep existing in survival mode.” 
 
    She looked at him for a long moment—longer than he felt comfortable with, long enough that he could feel his heart pounding in his chest, but he didn’t look away. Hopefully, she’d sense his sincerity, understand that he wanted to help her. And at the same time… there was something strangely electrifying about being this close to her. Something that he hadn’t felt before. A pull, deep in her eyes. And to his surprise, he could see something of it mirrored in her eyes—a kind of guardedness, a look of surprise… a look of something that was almost like desire. 
 
    She cleared her throat suddenly, dropping her eyes, and almost without his permission, he felt his hand come up to her face. It was the work of a moment to tilt her chin back up—her face was so soft under his fingertips, her green eyes returning to his with a look of surprise in their depths, now, and before he could stop himself, before he could think for more than a microsecond about what a terrible idea it was, he pressed his lips to hers. There was a long, frozen second where he felt like he was suspended in midair, in freefall. Her lips were soft beneath his, and he knew he’d overstepped just about every boundary that existed. But to his shock, his complete incredulity—she was kissing him back, softly at first, and then with more passion, her body moving closer to his as the kiss deepened … 
 
    And then they broke apart, both a little short of breath. Noah spoke first, barely getting his words in the right order. 
 
    ”Sorry—I—that was—“ 
 
    ”Unexpected,” she finished for him, one eyebrow lifted in an expression a little like the lofty curiosity she’d been regarding him with—but he could see a flush in her cheeks and an acceleration to her breathing that suggested she wasn’t as completely unaffected as she’d like to suggest. “Do you do that with all your captives?” 
 
    He gritted his teeth. “Of course not! I—“ And then he realized, belatedly, that her eyes were sparkling. “You’re messing with me.” 
 
    ”Mm,” she said, a smile breaking out across her face. “Well spotted, Noah. Look, I have no idea if I can trust you or not, but—I’ll take it into consideration, alright? Let me know when you’ve got a more concrete plan to get me out of here.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long moment. Was she completely insane? Here she stood, inside a prison cell built by a maniac who was collecting women like her as though they were prizes, standing opposite her captor’s employee—who’d just kissed her (what the hell had he been thinking? What had come over him?) And yet she managed to look so composed, so ready to face whatever was coming… god, she was even making jokes with him. Who was this woman? 
 
    ”I’ve never met anybody like you in my life,” he said. It was like he was speaking on autopilot. Something about her just knocked all his filters out, made him say exactly what he was thinking. What a dangerous person to be around. What a deeply frightening prospect, someone who could see right through you with their gorgeous green eyes. 
 
    So why couldn’t he look away? 
 
    ”I have to go,” he said quickly. “I have to work—” 
 
    ”Don’t let me keep you,” she said, that smile still dancing around in her eyes. “I’ll see you around, Noah.” 
 
    ”Right,” he said, heart pounding as he closed the door. She was… extraordinary. 
 
    He was going to break her out of this place. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    Rosaline smiled as Noah left the room—there was just something so profoundly charming about the guy. He was a terrifying physical specimen, all muscle and brute force, with a physical presence that was actively threatening… and yet, when she looked into his eyes, somehow it was clear that she had nothing to fear from him. 
 
    Or did she? Rosaline frowned a little, thinking of her guarded sister, of the way Olivia didn’t trust anyone until she’d gathered plenty of information about them. It was possible that Noah’s act wasn’t completely genuine. What if he was manipulating her? She had to admit, it would have to be a pretty good act—she was usually a pretty good judge of character, and when she looked at him it was hard to see anything hiding under the apparent sincerity in his eyes. But he’d fooled her once before, hadn’t he? Back in Colorado, when he’d walked out of the forest and asked her to come and help her clear the road. That hadn’t been an innocent request—that had been a kidnapping, and she’d fallen for it hook, line, and sinker. So what if this was a trick as well? What if he’d been sent by Reed, to try to trick her into breaking out—some kind of complicated scheme to try to break her spirit? 
 
    Well, she sure as hell wasn’t going to wait for him to come back to her with whatever plan he intended to come up with. Her eyes flicked to the poster on the wall, and she grinned, pleased by the reminder of what was going on back there. A couple of days of being left to her own devices had meant she’d been able to dig quite a substantial way into the wall. And that day—just before Noah had come barging in to inform her he was going to help her escape, in fact—there had been a particularly promising development. It seemed the cement behind the wallpaper was only about a foot deep. At a point she’d reached earlier, it began to crumble and fall away, and she realized to her delight that there was a big empty space back there. It was difficult to see through the little hole she’d made to see what was happening back there, but it was encouraging to have broken through to a cavity. 
 
    Rising to her feet, she padded over to the wall, curiosity driving her to keep scratching away at the wall. She was worried about damaging her hands too badly as she scraped at the rough cement, but thankfully, one of Reed’s little provisions was providing her with some good cover. There were a number of jars of nail polish included with the makeup he’d left in the bathroom—as if she was interested in making herself look more aesthetically appealing for the benefit of her captor. But the nail polish was handy. She had long, elegant nails, and a couple of coats of the polish had served well to fortify them enough to keep scraping away at the cement without breaking or damaging her nails, hiding any evidence of what she was up to. And whenever the polish got chipped or damaged, it was easy enough to apply a new coat when she was done digging for the time being. She grinned as she worked, carefully scratching at the crumbling cement. Whoever had done this work had really stuffed it up—Reed ought to ask for his money back. 
 
    By the time the bell went for the now-predictable afternoon social time, she had hollowed out a hole in the cement about the size of her head. And more to the point, she was able to see through the hole into the cavity beyond. Sure enough, to Rosaline’s delight, there was a space back there that looked big enough to walk in. She could make out a series of wires and tubes back there, including one that seemed to be heading for the vent in her room—this must be where the electricity, plumbing, and cooling systems were. And there was enough space back here for a person to move around—for maintenance purposes, she supposed.  
 
    Though she was tempted to just keep digging, she took a deep breath, forcing herself to replace the poster and head into the lounge to join the other women. There was no sense rushing this and getting caught—she’d lose her chance of escape, and probably be punished, too. Later that night, that would be the best time to explore—when the staff of the bar was busy with their clients, and there would be enough noise and fuss to cover her escape attempt. Besides, she needed to fill the other women in on what she was doing. She’d encouraged them to try digging through their walls, too, but Daisy, in particular, had been worried about getting caught. 
 
    The other shifters had all beaten her to the couches again, and she grinned, taking a seat on the floor instead.  
 
    “I’ve got good news, girls,” she murmured, keeping her voice low. They’d figured out pretty early on that there was no kind of surveillance down here—no cameras, no microphones, nothing that would give away their conversations. That had surprised her a little, that someone like Reed wouldn’t have as much security installed as possible, but Carol’s theory was that he didn’t want any kind of recordable evidence of the heinous thing he was doing by keeping them prisoner down here. In this day and age, images and video weren’t as secure as they’d used to be. For Rosaline, who could only vaguely use a phone, it all sounded very complicated… but she was grateful to be able to speak honestly to her fellow captives. 
 
    ”First things first, has anyone heard anything from Reed?” Carol interrupted, her eyes serious. All five of them shook their heads, but there was a palpable worry. They knew what they’d been brought here for—and they were deeply worried about the day that Reed finally decided to claim what he wanted from them.  
 
    ”No Reed. Noah came to see me again, though,” Rosaline said, fighting back the urge to smile a little at the thought of the dragon. “He said something about wanting to break me out. All of us.” 
 
    ”I don’t trust him,” Jackie said immediately. The coyote was sitting cross-legged on the couch, her impatience almost visible in the tense lines of her body. “He’s one of Reed’s. Watch out for mind games, Rosaline.” 
 
    ”I did think of that,” Rosaline said, nodding. “But if they’re mind games, he’s pretty crap at them. Has he talked to any of you guys, pulled similar stuff?” She thought briefly of the look in his eyes when he’d kissed her—for all the world like he’d just been hit by a truck. Could that really be a mind game? He was a world-class actor if it was… but she knew she couldn’t trust him. Still, why couldn’t she stop thinking about that kiss?  
 
    ”I’ve never even met him,” Daisy said, shrugging. “You must be his favorite.” 
 
    ”I guess,” Rosaline said, rolling her eyes and trying to fight down the absurd thrill of pleasure that phrase had sent through her. What was wrong with her? “I didn’t tell him anything, anyway. Worst case scenario, he’s trying mind games, and it’s not going to work. Best case scenario, we have an ally on the inside. But I’m not going to trust him until he proves himself.” 
 
    ”If then,” Jackie muttered. The coyote was clearly not interested in whether or not Noah could be trusted, and Rosaline let the matter go. 
 
    ”Second thing—escape attempt progress. I punched through the wall today. There’s some kind of space behind the wall—enough room to move around. All the electrical wiring and plumbing and stuff is back there, so it must be for maintenance. I think I can make a break for it.” 
 
    ”You should go tonight,” Carol said immediately, leaning forward. “It’s Saturday, everything will be crazy…” 
 
    ”Sure, but how am I going to get you guys out as well? I was thinking maybe I can move along the wall, start digging into your rooms from the outside, but—“ 
 
    ”Nope,” Abigail said, declamatory. “That’s not going to work. You have to go yourself, Rosie. Just you. You get away, then come back and get us when you’ve got in contact with your family.” 
 
    Rosaline frowned. “I can’t just leave all four of you trapped in here—” 
 
    ”Better leave us for a few days than get all of us caught and probably locked up worse,” Abigail insisted, a stubborn look on her face. “You have a big family, right? All big tough dragons?” 
 
    ”Well, yeah, but they’re miles away in Colorado. I don’t know how long it’ll take me to get in contact with them. I didn’t bring my phone with me, I don’t know any numbers by heart… so I won’t be able to contact them until I’m physically back home. And if I can’t get this collar off, it’ll take a long time to get there—” 
 
    ”Doesn’t matter,” Abigail said softly. “Break out, do what you have to to get back to them, then come get us. We’ll wait. I trust you, Rosaline.” 
 
    ”So do I,” Carol said, reaching out to squeeze her shoulder. “You can do this for us, darling.” 
 
    Rosaline hesitated—but she had to admit, it made sense. All five of them breaking out would be a lot harder to pull off than just her. And if she could get the collar off, she was the best equipped to get back home the quickest and come back with backup. The idea of burning this hateful place to the ground with her family at her back had a certain kind of appeal to it, too. She grinned to herself, remembering a trip she’d taken a few years back when some dragons from up north had kidnapped Helena, the King’s sister. They’d freed her and her mate, and set fire to the whole town. Quite a good day, all things considered. The idea of doing it again was quite a pleasant one to look forward to. 
 
    Carol could clearly tell what she was thinking. The woman chuckled. “We can deal with revenge later, alright? In the meantime, you break out tonight. We’ll cover for you as much as we can.” 
 
    ”Keep an eye on Noah, maybe?” Rosaline suggested, the man still lingering on her mind. “Who knows. If he’s actually serious about what he said to me, he might be some help to you guys while I’m gone.” 
 
    ”I’ll keep an open mind,” Abigail said diplomatically, but Rosaline could tell that none of the women trusted Noah as far as they could throw him. And fair enough, too. It was probably her own stupid optimism that was stopping her from hating him the way she should for kidnapping her, that was making her want to believe his story about wanting to break her out… 
 
    She headed back to her cell, full of purpose, trying to ignore the way her mind kept trying to return to Noah. Maybe he was telling the truth—maybe he really did want to rescue her. But she sure as hell wasn’t going to rely on that. She’d rescue herself. And maybe later, when the dust had settled—or the ashes of this place had blown away, she thought with a grin—they could revisit the conversation about just what it was he thought he was doing when he kidnapped her from her home and brought her to this evil place. If he even survived the attack, she thought, thinking of her family with a worried frown. If Noah was dumb enough to fight in Reed’s defense, he might not survive—not against her family. He was a tough-looking guy, that was for sure, but nobody could stand up against dragons like her and her sister and brother… not to mention her father. God, she even missed William, she realized, for all that she was furious with him for keeping whatever he’d done to earn Reed’s wrath secret from her and her siblings. 
 
    Her mind racing, she settled down on her bed. It was early evening, which meant the club was only just starting to pick up. She’d wait until the early hours of the morning, when things would be really crazy—that would be the best time to make her escape. And in the meantime, it would be best to get some sleep. She didn’t know how much exertion her escape would take, and any rest she could get would be better than none.  
 
    Somehow, she managed to drift off to sleep for a few hours, but it was a troubled sleep. Despite the floors between her and the rest of the club, she could hear the muffled sound of pounding music resonating through the floor, and it made an uncomfortable soundtrack to dreams of running through dark places, unable to find her way. In one particularly unpleasant section, she felt her collar cutting off her air supply, getting tighter and tighter as she clawed at it helplessly—she woke up suddenly, her hands on the metal band, gasping for breath. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t any tighter than it had been… but it reminded her of how imperative it was that she get the collar off as soon as possible. Not for the first time, she cursed herself for not bringing her phone with her that day she’d gone to visit with her brother. Sure, they probably would have taken it away from her if she’d had it, but she desperately needed a map of the area. All she knew that she was in Florida—she remembered Noah mentioning that they were on the outskirts of Miami. She had a vague sense of how to get home (it was north-west, right?) but if she couldn’t get into the air, that information wasn’t going to be much use. After all, she was hardly going to be able to walk to Colorado, was she? 
 
    No—first things first would be to find a way to get the collar off. Maybe that meant a hardware store—she had a feeling that if she could get under the thing with a file, the kind blacksmiths used, then she could at least damage the circuitry enough to deactivate the thing. Human beings didn’t have blacksmiths any more, from what she understood, but hopefully, a hardware store would have an equivalent.  
 
    That was the second step. The first step was getting the hell out of here. She listened for a while to the music, the distant sound of raised voices… it seemed to be a pretty busy time. Nobody would be in to bother her until the morning, when someone would come with food—it was now or never. Taking a deep breath, she rose to her feet, removed the poster from the wall, and climbed through the torso-sized hole that was behind it. It was a tight fit, and she wrinkled her nose as the concrete scraped at her—but sure enough, her diligent work paid off, and she found herself standing in the dark crawlspace behind the walls of the rooms she and her new friends had been imprisoned in. 
 
    Rosaline’s heart was pounding, and she took a minute to steady herself. She’d never been especially fond of small spaces, or of the dark—but she was going to have to overcome both of those fears if she wanted to get out of here and save her friends. Gritting her teeth, she started the careful process of walking through the space behind the walls, the dark rapidly coming in to claim her. Devoid of light to see by, she relied on her hands to guide her, feeling unfamiliar wiring, tubes, and other equipment as she moved slowly towards where she knew the elevators that had brought her down here could be found. There would be guards posted nearby, she knew. She could only hope that this space led to some kind of service elevator or staircase. 
 
    It felt like she moved through the darkness forever. Only the knowledge that she could retrace her steps if necessary kept her going—worst case scenario, she could head back to her little room, explore more the next night. There was time. She kept panic at bay as she moved… and then, to her delight, she realized she could see a little. There—up ahead, the narrow space widened a little… and Rosaline almost sobbed with relief to see a ladder, lit by a blue emergency light, extending up into the unknown spaces above. The dull pounding of the music was louder here, and it got louder as she climbed the ladder, hand over hand, almost giddy with relief to have found a way up. 
 
    At the top of the ladder was another space—this was clearly some kind of emergency exit, or possibly a space used exclusively for maintenance. More pipes and wiring snaked off from the main area, no doubt servicing this floor of the bar—but Rosaline wasn’t interested in that. She only had eyes for the next ladder, which took her to yet another floor, with yet more loud music pounding through the walls. Up here, she could hear the sound of people screaming over the music—she pictured them out there, dancing, having the time of their lives on a Saturday night. Did they have any idea what lay below their feet, she wondered, feeling a cold feeling in her stomach? Did they know that there were prisoners down below, just waiting to be brutalized? 
 
    Probably not. Reed didn’t seem like the kind of guy to broadcast the worst of his evildoings. Still, she couldn’t help but feel resentment as she climbed the next ladder. Up here—she gasped in relief—there was a door, and by the nature of the light creeping in around its edges, she suspected she’d reached the surface. It felt unbelievably good to be back at surface level, to know that there weren’t tons of dirt pressing in above her… but she held herself back from just barging out of the door. Impossible to know where this door led, whether there were people out there… she leaned her ear against it carefully, listening for the sound of guards or even bar patrons. 
 
    All was quiet for at least a few minutes. Gritting her teeth, her heart pounding, she leaned gently on the handle, hoping with everything in her that nobody was out there to notice the door slowly, gently creaking open… 
 
    The first thing she saw was the stars. The sight of the night sky, something she’d taken for granted her whole life, was so beautiful that she felt tears spring to her eyes. For a moment, she understood what her brother saw in the sky—the beauty of it, the awe-inspiring, all-encompassing width of it. But necessity brought her eyes down, and she scanned the surrounding area. To her acute relief, there were no guards posted. This must have been the back side of the bar—there wasn’t much back here but cement and some patchy, half-dead grass leading down to some scrub and bushes. She slipped through the door, closing it carefully behind her. The music from the bar was still pounding through the walls, and she moved carefully down the slope towards the trees, not wanting to risk moving around the bar itself in case she drew any attention. After all, jeans and a T-shirt weren’t exactly Saturday night club attire she supposed.  
 
    Some part of her kept expecting someone to come running after her, but she forced herself to walk calmly and slowly. She made it into the trees and kept moving, hearing the music grow gradually softer behind her. Before long, she was on quiet suburban streets, walking past houses which had long since turned all their lights off and gone to bed. Could it really have been this easy, she thought, an unbelieving smile breaking over her face? She was free—she was out of that place. It felt so good to walk, to stretch her legs, to go where she wanted… even though it had been short, her period of captivity had been almost unbearable. 
 
    She walked a little further before the euphoria faded. Yes, she was out… but her friends weren’t. And until she got rid of the collar around her neck, she’d still be a prisoner. She had to find some way of getting it off. Then she needed to get home to her family. 
 
    Then… a grin spread across her face in the night as she picked up her pace, full of purpose. Then would come the fun part.  
 
    Then would come revenge. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Noah 
 
      
 
    Noah headed back up the stairs, feeling completely shell-shocked. Had any of that really just happened? Had he seriously lost his entire mind and kissed Rosaline? The woman he’d kidnapped? The woman who was being kept prisoner by his boss? Seriously? And more to the point—his heart kept doing backflips in his chest—she hadn’t seemed angry with him. She’d actually kissed him back, for a moment there. And when they’d broken apart… what had been that look in her eye? Surprise? If he didn’t know any better, he’d have sworn she wanted... 
 
    Of course not, he told himself firmly. Why on earth would she want him? He was her captor. The very nature of the power dynamic between them meant he couldn’t take anything at face value. She was probably frightened of him, or something… she didn’t want to make him angry in case there were consequences. Could that be true? She always seemed so confident, so unafraid… if anyone was scared, it was him. That was a strange feeling. Noah had spent a lot of his life afraid, it was true—but the fear of being attacked, that kind of constant vigilance, was a very different kind of fear than the one he felt around Rosaline. The fear his family had instilled in him, that was a brittle kind of fear, a fear that made him stronger. Tougher. The way he felt around Rosaline was… different. It was a kind of vulnerability he’d never experienced. 
 
    He was so distracted that he hardly realized that his feet were carrying him back to the kitchen—but as the smell of frying oil hit him, he realized he’d returned to Pete’s kitchen. The panther gave him a wink as he hauled a fryer full of fries out of the hot oil and tipped them into the bin he used to season them. Noah realized his stomach was growling—had he forgotten to have lunch again? Eating on a regular schedule was still so strange to him, even after ten years of living mostly in his human form. Old habits—like hunting for his meals in his dragon form—died hard, it seemed. 
 
    Pete seemed to read his mind. Without saying a word, he tipped some of the fresh fries into a bowl and shoved it across the counter towards him. Grateful, Noah took the bowl and sat on an old chair in the kitchen, trying to keep out of the cook’s way. 
 
    ”What’s on your mind, buddy? You look frazzled.” 
 
    ”A lot,” he said, honestly. But could he tell Pete about his feelings? Not without letting on what was going on downstairs… and he wasn’t sure he should do that. Not yet. Not until he’d figured out a way of breaking Rosaline free. 
 
    ”There’s only one thing that can put that kind of look on a young man’s face,” Pete said, his dark eyes suddenly lit up from within with trails of amber. That was a panther thing, Noah had learned, but it was still surprising when it happened. It had felt strange, getting used to seeing panthers in their human shapes, spending time around them… for most of his life, Noah had been taught that panthers were the enemy. But that had changed since he started working for Reed. The things his mother and father had taught him… so many of them were wrong that thinking about it made his head spin, sometimes.  
 
    ”What’s that?” 
 
    ”Love,” the panther said frankly, leaning on the counter. “Have you met someone?” 
 
    Noah bit his lip. “Maybe. Sort of.” 
 
    ”I knew it,” Pete crowed. “You don’t have to tell me who they are, buddy, I get it.” 
 
    ”She’s …” Noah sighed. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    ”It always is. But it’s also very, very simple.” Pete was grinning. “I met my mate a month ago. Can’t tell you how happy I am.” 
 
    ”You did?” Noah was surprised. The cook hadn’t mentioned anything. “You didn’t say.” 
 
    ”I could hardly believe it was real, honestly. Didn’t want to tell anyone in case it turned out to be a daydream.” Pete’s eyes were bright, and there was a look on his face Noah had never seen before—a look, he realized with yet another flip-flop of his stomach, that was familiar. It almost felt like he was looking in a mirror.  
 
    ”How did you know?” he said, tilting his head to the side. “How’d you know they were your mate?” 
 
    ”Oh, buddy. When you know, you know. Hits you like a train.” Pete winked. “But if you’re still conflicted… have you ever met Maya?” 
 
    He blinked. The name was familiar, but he couldn’t put a face to it. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    ”Oh, buddy, you should. She’s a dragon like you! Well, not like you, exactly. Big spooky purple eyes. She lives not far from here. Have you seen that big old Halloween house on the hill, looks like they’re having a costume party every night of the week? That’s her place. She does psychic readings and shit for humans, they love it. All that stuff’s fake, of course. She keeps the real stuff for our kind.”  
 
    “The real stuff?” 
 
    ”She knows about soulmates. If you feel lost, if you need advice… she’s your gal. Go tell her about this mystery woman of yours.” Pete’s eyes gleamed. “She’ll give you clarity, one way or another. Go on. You’re on the late shift, right? What else are you gonna do all night, sit around here moping? Get out of here. Reed won’t know shit, he’s schmoozing with those rich human idiots he keeps around,” Pete said dismissively. Trust the panther to know where their boss was, Noah thought with amusement. “Maybe he’s telling them about the new operation downstairs, I don’t know.” 
 
    That put a jolt of fear into Noah’s stomach. He’d almost forgotten how dire the situation was. “This Maya… she’s psychic, or whatever?”  
 
    ”Beats me how she does it. She’s never given bad advice, though.” 
 
    Noah nodded, getting to his feet. “Thanks, Pete.” 
 
    ”I’ll cover for you if Reed comes asking, no sweat.” The panther grinned. “Good luck, buddy. Hope you get what I’ve got.” 
 
    The late afternoon sunlight warmed Noah’s skin as he walked out to the parking lot to get his truck. If this Maya was actually what Pete said she was, she’d know about Rosaline. She’d know what was happening—and if she didn’t, he could fill her in. Maybe she could help him think of a plan to get her out. At this point, he needed all the help he could get. 
 
    And he had to admit, as he pulled out of the parking lot, a part of him was desperately, wildly curious about what Maya would say about Rosaline being his mate. It was an absurd thought, but he couldn’t help considering it. He’d never felt anything like the way he felt when he looked at her. And it wasn’t as though he was exactly inexperienced when it came to women… he was a handsome guy, tall and muscular, and he worked in a place where women came to let their inhibitions go. He’d had a few encounters with human women, especially in the early days, when he was just free of his controlling family and looking to explore. It had been fun, sure—but none of those experiences had come even remotely close to the way he’d felt when he’d caressed the side of Rosaline’s face.  
 
    But if she was his mate… wouldn’t she feel the same? Wouldn’t she have also felt the lightning bolt that struck him the minute he’d looked into her eyes? Or had he somehow ruined the connection they were supposed to have by kidnapping her? He had to admit, he didn’t know much about mates. His mother had spoken to him briefly about it once, in one of her more quiet moments. She was teaching him how to lay a trap that would send a spiked piece of wood through the throat of an unsuspecting enemy, and as he practiced lashing the vines together the way she’d taught him, he’d asked about her and his father. When they’d met, how long it had taken them to decide to live together. 
 
    ”We’re shifters, Noah. When you meet your mate, that’s it. We’re not weak humans who have to try it out with dozens of people and still might wind up second-guessing themselves. You’ll meet your mate one day, and you’ll know it.”  
 
    He’d tried to ask more questions, but she’d always had a way of shutting down lines of enquiry when she’d said all she wanted to say. It had felt a little ominous to him, knowing that there was a person waiting out there somewhere, ready for him to fall in love with them.  
 
    Speaking of ominous… he took a deep breath as he parked his car by the curb outside the house Pete had mentioned. He knew it well—he drove past it on his way to work most days. It was marked by a huge, gnarled hedge that looked like it had never been trimmed in its life and a sign out the front with a list of supernatural services. He hovered by the gate, looking at the sign, feeling absurd—palm readings, crystal balls, seances, Tarot? Had Pete been messing with him? This was ridiculous. 
 
    He was about to get back into his car and drive back to work when the door of the house creaked open. 
 
    ”Come in if you’re coming in.” 
 
    There was a woman on the porch. He realized what Pete had meant about her eyes immediately—they were a luminous shade of violet, even from here. She had a wild mane of white-blonde hair that fell around her face, and she was wearing what could only be described as a black cloak around her shoulders. There were candles on the porch, and she had a lighter in her hand. She gestured with it as she saw his eyes land on it. 
 
    ”Sun’s setting. Got to attend to the atmosphere.” A grin spread across her face. Her human form would have passed for anywhere between twenty and fifty years old—the effect of her dark makeup and pale skin was curiously ageless. “This time of year, humans are so interested in what the future has in store. I’m Maya.”  
 
    ”I’m Noah,” he said, not sure where to start, what to ask. “I’m—I wanted some advice.” 
 
    ”Of course you did. Come in. It’s always a pleasure to speak to real clients.” Her eyes glowed with mirth as she led him through a cluttered living room, full to bursting with furniture. There were several antique armchairs, a table covered in esoteric paraphernalia, and dozens of bookshelves loaded with eldritch tomes. He stared around, a little taken aback by the impact—but Maya kept moving. 
 
    ”Come into the kitchen, we don’t need all this spooky crap for what you’ve come for.” 
 
    Through a couple of doors, he found himself in a refreshingly normal kitchen. There was a simple dining table with a few chairs around it—compared to the living room, it was positively spartan. She brought a steaming teapot over to the table and poured him a cup. 
 
    ”Now. What do you need to know?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Is it that simple?” 
 
    ”What, you want me to stare into a crystal ball? Maybe commune with the spirits of the ancestors, something like that?” Maya flicked her hand impatiently. “I’m an Oracle. We don’t need props, it’s all in here.” With one long finger, she tapped herself on the bridge of her nose, between her eyes. “The stuff in there, that’s pageantry. I mean, if you insist, I could…” 
 
    There was a sudden lurching sensation, and Noah took a sharp breath as the kitchen around them abruptly disappeared. In its place was what felt like an infinite starry void, reaching out into eternity… and across from him, Maya, seemingly suspended in space with her hair floating weightlessly around her face. Then she winked at him… and they were back in the kitchen, Noah breathing hard with his hands tight around the cup of fragrant tea she’d given him. 
 
    ”What was that?” 
 
    ”A different kind of pageantry,” Maya shrugged. “My sisters love it. I’ve never seen the point. I prefer a nice cup of tea and a chat.” She smiled suddenly, and Noah took a breath, trying to steady himself. “Now. Your soulmate.” 
 
    ”I don’t have a—” 
 
    ”Yes, you do, don’t be silly. You met her. It’s all over your face.” 
 
    His heart dropped. “Really?” 
 
    Maya laughed, a merry sound. “I’ve been doing this for a few thousand years, my darling, it’s a look I could recognize at a hundred paces. No magic needed.” Her expression settled a little. “But to see the path ahead, that’s a different matter.” 
 
    He leaned forward, his heart pounding. “What’s the path ahead? What do I do? My boss—he took her prisoner, I don’t know how to get her out—” 
 
    Maya flicked her hand, vexation flaring in her eyes. “Did you come to talk or did you come to listen?” Noah shut his mouth. The violet-eyed dragoness sipped at her tea, looking thoughtful. “A thorny path you’re on. But the way forward is simple. Not easy, but simple.” She tilted her head, looking at him closely. “You already know everything you need to know, Noah. You’ve got good instincts. A lot of pain in the way, a lot of walls built, but your heart’s still true under it all. You know her. You need to trust her, and you need to trust yourself, and you need to be brave.” There was an odd resonance to her voice, an almost hypnotic quality in the way she spoke. He found himself nodding, hardly aware he was doing it. 
 
    ”I can fight. I’ll fight, for her, I’ll—” 
 
    ”I don’t doubt it,” she cut him off. “But you’ll need another kind of courage entirely. Your world’s about to burn down, Noah. Will you follow your heart through the fire?” 
 
    He thought of Rosaline’s face, of the way her eyes gleamed when she looked at him. “Yes,” he said simply. 
 
    ”Good. Then go and get her. You don’t need me to tell you she’s your destiny,” Maya said. And abruptly, she was rising to her feet, and Noah felt like he’d just been pulled out of a daydream. “It’s going to start getting hard, now.” 
 
    ”Now?” He almost laughed. “It wasn’t already?” 
 
    ”You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Maya half-sang, taking his hand and leading him back through the house. And before he knew it, he was back in his truck, staring out into the gathering darkness. He glanced back up at the porch before he pulled away. Maya was lighting candles, humming to herself, and he couldn’t help but grin to himself. A real psychic, masquerading as a fake one. Shifters did find all kinds of ways to camouflage themselves among humans. 
 
    He knew what he had to do. He’d known all along, he realized with a rueful grin—but it had taken Maya’s insight to make himself trust his instinct. Rosaline was his mate. That thought made his chest explode with light—and apprehension pooled in his gut almost immediately. What did it mean for their future, that they’d met because he’d kidnapped her? It didn’t have to mean anything, he decided, accelerating down the suburban streets. He’d kidnapped her, sure. And now he was going to free her. He’d wasted enough time trying to think of a clever way of doing it. He was going to march straight down there, open the door, lead her to the door, and fly away with her into the night. It was so simple—he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it before. Who would stop him? If any of the staff tried, he’d just make something up about Reed wanting the prisoner brought somewhere. After all, he was Reed’s most trusted employee, wasn’t he? Who was going to stop him from taking the prisoner? 
 
    And Reed would be angry, of course. But Reed was a monster. He’d made that clear this week—and if Noah was honest, he’d suspected it for a while. But he’d gone along with it, because he was afraid, because he’d always lived his life just looking for ways to survive. Reed was strong, so he’d worked for Reed. But Noah was strong, too. It was high time he stopped lending his strength to other people—evil people. People like Reed.  
 
    People like his father. 
 
    Noah clenched his jaw, straightened his back as he got out of the car. Yes, Reed would probably contact his father about what had happened, once he discovered what Noah was about to do. But Reed could go to hell, and so could his father. He and Rosaline would be long gone by the time they could do anything. Maybe they’d settle in Colorado… or maybe they’d just keep driving. The future was brilliant and bright, and full of so much possibility that it almost overwhelmed him. 
 
    First things first, he told himself, trying to quell the joy in his heart a little. He had to go and get her. She didn’t trust him yet, he knew that… but it was time to start earning that trust. And step one was to break her out of the place. Nobody gave him a second look as he moved through the bar. But he hesitated before he hit the button on the elevator. It was still quiet—it would be a lot safer to get Rosaline out in the middle of the night, once the club got busy. If he was careful, it would be busy enough that nobody would even notice they were gone until the next day. 
 
    So he clocked on, fell into the all-too-familiar routines of a Saturday night. It was what he’d been doing for a decade—but there was something unfamiliar about it, now. Was it the work that had changed, or him? Did it feel strange because he knew it was the last time he’d ever do it?  
 
    It was about three in the morning when he ejected an unruly drunk man who’d been getting aggressive with some women who were at a bachelorette party. As he turned to head back into the bar, something told him that the time was now. Noah took a deep breath, moving through the crowded bar, trying to look composed as his heart pounded in his chest. The elevator took him down to the fourth floor, and he nodded to the guards—they both looked half asleep down here. 
 
    ”Busy night?” one of them asked, quirking an eyebrow ironically.  
 
    ”Up there, yeah. You guys getting some sleep?” 
 
    ”You know it,” the other guard said, rolling his eyes. “Business is slow, looks like. None of the ladies’ve had any visitors at all.” 
 
    Noah headed down the hall after a few more pleasantries. First, he had to talk Rosaline into coming with him. Then, they’d have to agree on a cover story that would get them past the guards with a minimum of fuss. Then they’d need to get out of here… get the collar off her somehow (could he steal Reed’s copy of the key, perhaps?) then get her home to Colorado… there was so much to get done, and he couldn’t wait to get started. And, he had to admit, a big part of him was just looking forward to seeing her again. Should he tell her about what Maya had said about them being soulmates? Did she know already?  
 
    But all of those questions dropped away when he opened the door to her room, and he stared in disbelief at the empty room. No, not empty—there, on the back wall, the poster that Reed had put up to mock his prisoner had fallen to the ground. Behind it, there was a hole torn through the wall, about the size of a certain green-eyed woman’s body. 
 
    Noah sat down hard on the bed, his mind reeling. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    She was lost. 
 
    That was the only conclusion Rosaline could draw, as the lightening sky started to illuminate the increasingly more sparse suburban streets she was walking down. She hadn’t seen anyone yet—it was still very early in the morning, and she assumed most people were still in bed. On the plus side, it meant that nobody from the bar was chasing her down… not yet, anyway. On the negative side, it meant there had been nobody to ask about a hardware store or some way to get the collar off. 
 
    And she was worried she was walking in the wrong direction. She didn’t know much about Florida, but from what she could remember, there was an enormous national park at the southernmost tip. What if she stumbled into the wilderness? Without the ability to shift, she’d be in serious danger if any kind of wildlife took an interest in her. And she didn’t have a phone to call for help, either. She gritted her teeth, her hands rising to the metal collar for what felt like the thousandth time that day. If only she was strong enough to just rip it off her body… her hands tensed as she tried. And failed. 
 
    Had she been a bit hasty in fleeing from the bar? Maybe she should have stayed around a little, tried to find out where Reed kept the keys to the collars. Sure, it would have been risky… but if she’d been able to shift, she might have been able to break the other four women out as well, and they would all have been able to escape, not just her. She couldn’t help but feel guilty as she walked, thinking of them still trapped back there. But guilt wasn’t a useful emotion. It wouldn’t help them get free any faster if she was tearing herself up about not being trapped with them. If anything, it should give her all the more reason to figure out how to get the damn collar off… 
 
    She yelped in pain as the collar burned suddenly red-hot against her skin. Too much thinking about shifting—her body had tried to transform. With a frustrated sigh, she dropped to sit on the curb of the street she was walking down, full of frustration. A part of her had been hoping that the collars were battery-powered or something… that she’d be able to shift again if she just waited it out. But the collar was just as powerful as it had ever been. Well, nothing for it. She’d need to find a hardware store. 
 
    There was a sound behind her—still on high alert from her escape attempt, she rocketed to her feet and spun around. She realized as she turned that the sound had been the unlatching of a side gate, attached to the unassuming suburban home she’d sat down outside of. There was a woman standing in the gate, her head tilted curiously to the side. Human, Rosaline noticed—an older human woman. Well, older for a human, at any rate. Rosaline wasn’t a great judge of human ages, but she must have been in her fifties or so, with graying hair and fine wrinkles on her face. She was wearing a linen shirt and some loose-fitting pants, and there was a pair of what looked like scissors in her hands. 
 
    ”Are you alright, dear?” the woman called. “Did you hurt yourself?” 
 
    Of course, Rosaline realized—she’d cried out with the burning of the collar. Frustrated to have drawn attention to herself, she tried to wave the woman’s concern away. 
 
    ”I’m fine. I just stumbled.” 
 
    The woman moved down the grassy lawn towards her, lowering the scissors. “I’m Anne. I was just getting some gardening in before the day got too hot. Do you live nearby?” 
 
    ”No,” Rosaline said, at a loss for how to explain her presence here. It wasn’t exactly subject matter for an idle chat, was it? Lovely weather we’re having, you have a beautiful home, I was kidnapped and kept in a basement for a couple of days, and I’m now making my escape. “I’m a little lost, I’m afraid,” she said finally. 
 
    ”Oh, well, I know the area well. Where are you trying to get to?” 
 
    ”Um—“ Rosaline hesitated. Her hands were still on the collar, and the woman tilted her head, her gray eyes dropping to look at the hated thing. 
 
    ”That’s an interesting piece,” Anne said, moving a little closer to look at it. “Very science fiction.” 
 
    ”Yeah, I…” Rosaline took a deep breath. What did she have to gain by deceiving this woman? “It’s actually stuck on. That’s why I’m wandering around, I was looking for a hardware store or something…” 
 
    ”Oh, dear!” Anne laughed, a musical sound. Rosaline was glad someone was seeing the lighter side of the situation. “I’ve been in a similar situation. When my husband first proposed, the ring he gave me was too small, but I was so happy I forced it onto my finger anyway. The joint swelled up, and they wound up having to cut it off with bolt cutters! Such a shame, it was a beautiful ring… still, the replacement was just as nice.” She looked thoughtfully at the collar. “That might need something a little stronger than bolt cutters, though. It’s such a shame to destroy it, it’s a beautiful piece! I can’t even see the join. Is it the clasp that’s broken, or—” 
 
    ”That’s kind of the problem,” Rosaline said, gritting her teeth. “It needs a key.” 
 
    Anne paused for a long moment. “Oh.”  
 
    ”Yeah. Someone put it on me, and now I can’t get it off and I—I really, really need to.” She felt herself trembling. The after-effects of the adrenalin of escape, her exhaustion, her homesickness, and her fear all seemed to be swimming around in her head. Anne reached out to her, unexpectedly putting a steadying hand on her elbow, and Rosaline realized she was close to tears. 
 
    ”Come with me,” she said gently. “I’ve got a shed full of gardening tools. Let’s try those.” 
 
    What did she have to lose? Rosaline followed her, feeling numb—but grateful, on some level, for the kindness being shown to her. Anne led her to a shed in a lush, tropical garden—it was fastidiously clean and neatly organized. The woman clearly took a lot of pride in her garden. Rosaline thought with a smile of Charles and Quinn and their farm. God, she couldn’t wait to get home. 
 
    First, they tried the secateurs that Anne was holding. Rosaline winced, holding as still as possible while Anne fussed around the collar, trying to find the weakest point to attack. The secateurs had no effect—Rosaline heard Anne sigh as she tried and failed to slice it open. 
 
    ”No luck,” the older woman said, turning to her wall of tools. She tried a handful of other tools, working very carefully to avoid hurting Rosaline’s neck—but to no avail. “This thing’s well-made, I’ll give it that,” she said, frowning at the collar. “Sweetheart… who did this to you? Who put this thing on you?” 
 
    Rosaline took a deep breath. “There’s a bar near here—kind of a night club. It’s called Metamorphosis, or something like that. A man there, named Reed.” 
 
    Anne was nodding. “I know the place. By reputation, that is. My nightclub days are over,” she added with a little laugh. “But it doesn’t have a good reputation.” She hesitated. “Have you considered going to the police?” 
 
    Rosaline shut her eyes for a moment. The idea of getting human police involved… it was too complicated. Too many moving parts. She knew, of course, that there were some shifters on the human police force. It was a useful cover for some of them, and wolves, in particular, were drawn to the camaraderie of the organization—it was a little like a wolf pack, in some ways. But she didn’t know anything about the police down here, about whether she’d find a sympathetic shifter on the force. And men like Reed tended to have friends in places like the police force. What if she went to the police only to be turned right back over to him? She couldn’t risk it. 
 
    Anne could clearly read some of what she was thinking on her face, and she waved a hand as though trying to set her mind at rest. “Don’t worry, sweetness, I won’t make any calls if you’re not okay with it. The police aren’t perfect, God knows we know that by now. I just want to help you.” 
 
    ”Thank you,” Rosaline said, touched by the woman’s kindness. “It’s—it’s nice to know there are good people, still.” 
 
    ”Now, I don’t have any bolt cutters, but my neighbor just put a new fence up, and I reckon he picked up a pair while he was doing it. Let me just duck next door and borrow them. We’ll give them a go, alright? And if that doesn’t work, you’ll probably just have to wait for a hardware store to open. There’s one about five minutes away, no stress, alright?” 
 
    Rosaline nodded gratefully as Anne bustled off out the door. She was an intense woman, Rosaline thought with a smile—probably responsible for a lot of the Neighborhood Watch signs she’d seen up around the place. A lot of humans retired down in Florida, appreciating the warm weather. Maybe that was what she was doing here. It was nice to just sit in the shed, taking the time to settle her breathing and think through her plan for the day. If Anne could get the collar off, she was all set—she’d fly home as quickly as she could, gather her family and come back to break the other women out. If she couldn’t… well, plan B was a hardware store. But there was worry gnawing at her stomach. What if the collar couldn’t be removed at all? What if she was stuck in her human shape for the rest of her life? It wasn’t that she didn’t like her human shape—her father hated his, but she’d always found the two-legged body quite charming. But the idea of never returning to her true form was absolutely reprehensible. She felt panic trying to rise, and she crushed it down as she heard Anne’s footsteps on the path outside. 
 
    ”Got ‘em!” the woman said brightly, brandishing a long-handled pair of bolt cutters. “Maybe these will do the trick…” 
 
    But to Rosaline’s dismay, even the bolt cutters barely left a dent on the metal. Anne clicked her tongue, frowning as she scrutinized the collar. 
 
    ”Right. Well, it’s a tough old thing and no mistake. But I think I know what’ll sort it out. You need a file. Not a nailfile, but the kind blacksmiths used to have, for metal. It’ll take a while, but if you file down one side and then the other, you should be able to take it off. That’d be my best bet.” 
 
    ”Where can I get one?” 
 
    ”Hardware store might have one. If not, they can tell you where to go. They won’t be open for a few hours, though—would you like some breakfast while you wait?” 
 
    ”That’s too kind,” Rosaline protested, feeling tears threatening to spring to her eyes. God, she really was emotional. It had been a stressful night. 
 
    ”Not at all,” Anne said, leading her up the garden path towards her house. Rosaline sat at the kitchen counter as the older woman fussed around in the kitchen, putting together a delicious smelling breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast.  
 
    ”I have a daughter,” she said as they ate, sipping at a cup of coffee. “She’s a little older than you.” 
 
    That almost certainly wasn’t true, Rosaline thought with a smile—unless Anne had an out-of-this-world skincare regime, she highly doubted the woman was old enough to have a century-old daughter. But she nodded anyway. 
 
    ”When she was a little younger, she… well, she went through a bit of a wild phase. Lots of parties, lots of questionable friends.” Anne smiled, but Rosaline could see the residual worry in her face. “I had a lot of sleepless nights thinking about her. But I know that some people helped her when she was at her lowest—kept her safe. Kept her alive. And I knew that if I could ever be that person to someone else’s daughter… well, I’d jump at the chance. So really, dear, helping you get that collar off is the least I can do. And you just say the word if there’s anything else.” 
 
    It may have been the best breakfast Rosaline had ever had. Afterwards, they sat for a while, drinking coffee and talking—Anne told her all about her retirement, and about her former career as a teacher. It was fascinating, to hear what kind of lives humans led… Rosaline found herself almost forgetting about her situation, listening to all of Anne’s stories. And when the clock struck nine, Anne drove her to the hardware store. It wasn’t quite open yet—they lingered on the doorstep. 
 
    ”Thank you so much,” Rosaline said, giving the woman a hug. “For everything.” 
 
    ”You just get home safe, alright?” Rosaline had mentioned that her home was back in Colorado—Anne had offered to track down a Colorado phone book to help her get in contact with her family, but somehow Rosaline didn’t think her family’s numbers would be listed. “And if you’re ever in Florida again, you look me up.” 
 
    ”I will,” Rosaline promised, smiling as the woman got back into her car. She waved, watching her go. Some shifters hated all humans, she knew that. Meeting men like Reed, it was easy to know why… and a little tempting to fall into that trap. But for every human like Reed, there were more like Anne—people who were kind, who wanted to help. Her sister Olivia was firmly of the opinion that the majority were like Reed. But Rosaline wasn’t sure. Maybe it was just her optimism talking, but she wanted to believe that more humans were like Anne. 
 
    The hardware store opened eventually. The man who came to the door grumbled, but when he looked up at Rosaline, there was a shock of recognition in his face. It must have been mirrored in hers, too. She’d never mistake those eyes—those bright, silver eyes. The eyes of a wolf.  
 
    ”You look like trouble,” was all he said as he ushered her into the store. “Don’t know many dragons, don’t care to know many.” 
 
    ”I’m not staying, don’t worry,” she said, rolling her eyes a little. “Didn’t come here by choice, either.” 
 
    ”What do you need?” 
 
    ”A metal file. Like blacksmiths use.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side, silver eyes narrowing. “What for?” 
 
    ”This,” she said, gesturing impatiently at the collar. “What do you think, I’m coming down here to start up a blacksmithing business?” 
 
    ”I’ve seen those before,” the wolf said suspiciously. “They’re bad news.” 
 
    ”You’re telling me.” 
 
    ”We don’t have files,” he said after a long pause. “I know that much. We’ve got bolt cutters, I could pry it off for you.” 
 
    ”I tried that,” she said, shoulders slumping. “No luck. Do you have any idea where I could get a file?” 
 
    ”Why don’t you just… you know.” The wolf glanced over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “Transform. Surely a big critter like you’d smash that thing up in a heartbeat.” 
 
    ”That’s the problem,” she said irritably. “It stops me.” 
 
    He took a sharp breath between his teeth. “Stops the shift?” 
 
    ”Yeah. Do you know a man called Reed? He put it on me. And four other women, for that matter. I don’t know if you’ve got a pack, but I’d warn them about him.” 
 
    The wolf was nodding. “Yeah. I know about Reed. We all do. He hires a lot of shifters for his bar. Didn’t know he was pulling this kind of crap, though,” he added, nodding to the collar. “I’ll put the word out.” 
 
    Rosaline nodded. Hopefully, if word spread about what Reed was doing, some of his apparent influence in the shifter community would be curtailed. At the very least, she hoped it would keep a few shifters safe. “Do you know where I could get hold of a file?” 
 
    ”Yeah, I know a guy who runs a metalwork shop in town. You got a car?” 
 
    ”I’m on foot.” 
 
    ”Pity. Hot day. It’s back towards town, a pretty long walk. Here,” he said, grabbing a piece of paper from under the counter and sketching out a crude map. She focused hard, doing her best to remember the directions… and realizing with a thrill of apprehension that the path would take her back towards Metamorphosis. Still… there was nothing else she could do. If she couldn’t get the collar off, she’d be helpless. 
 
    ”So is Reed gonna come after you?” the wolf asked when he’d finished giving her the directions, tilting his head. She nodded. 
 
    ”Probably.” 
 
    ”Well,” he said, and his face was guarded. “I haven’t seen you. And you haven’t seen me, right? The guy’s got a lot of sway around here.”  
 
    “I understand,” she said simply. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    ”Good luck, dragon. Hope you make it home.” 
 
    She headed out of the door, the paper with the directions clutched in her hand and the collar itching where it sat against her neck. There was panic threatening to rise in her throat, and she fought it down. One step at a time, Rosaline. One foot in front of the other. She looked down at the paper, then set off walking, headed for the metalworking shop the wolf had told her about. Get hold of the file, get the collar off. Simple.  
 
    She only hoped that her path wouldn’t take her too close to Metamorphosis... and that Reed’s men weren’t on her tail yet.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – Noah 
 
      
 
    As Noah sat in Rosaline’s empty cell, he couldn’t help but feel honestly impressed by what she’d achieved. He’d had no idea she was making an escape attempt like this. Hiding the hole behind the poster, too—that was inspired. He rose to his feet, crossing to the wall and sticking his head through the hole. Sure enough, she’d managed to scrape away the cement... how had she done that? His eyes widened. The nail polish she’d been wearing… that had surprised him when he’d first noticed it. She hadn’t seemed the type—it had seemed an odd move, in captivity, to start painting your nails. She must have been disguising the damage that the digging had done to her nails, and possibly using the polish to strengthen then, too. Clever. Incredibly clever. He knew some dragons had talons, in their draconic forms, that were sharp enough to carve rock. Well, it seemed that even with her shapeshifting ability taken away from her, you couldn’t take the dragon out of the woman. 
 
    He put the poster back up, covering the hole completely… then, for good measure, he cleaned up the dust and debris that had fallen to the ground outside of it. She had escaped without him. He was sure as hell going to do his best to make sure that her escape didn’t get discovered for as long as possible. He knew there was a set of narrow maintenance ladders, probably accessible from behind this wall given that he could see an empty space beyond the hole she’d carved—and she’d picked a good time to attempt an escape, he thought with admiration. The club was noisy and crowded, and a woman slipping out through the maintenance exit around the back wouldn’t draw any undue attention. 
 
    How long had it been since she’d left? Should he follow her? He hesitated, feeling an instinct that that was a bad idea. Whatever he felt about Rosaline, she still saw him as Reed’s employee. If he came after her, she’d think he was coming to bring her back to her imprisonment. She might run—or worse, she might try to fight him. And he knew he couldn’t hurt her—not in a million years. Would he ever find her, to tell her what he knew now? 
 
    First things first, he needed to make sure she was safe. And that meant making sure she hadn’t been caught in her escape attempt. He rose to his feet, dusting his hands off to remove any lingering traces of the cement dust, and headed purposefully back down the hallway, to where the two guards he knew were bickering about a recent sports match. Baseball, he thought, or maybe basketball—he could never keep track of what season it was. He supposed he’d get on better with his colleagues if he could take an interest in sport, but… well, that was all academic now, wasn’t it? It wasn’t likely he’d be working here for much longer, however this turned out. He tried to calm himself internally. For all the guards knew, Rosaline was still safe and sound in her cell. It was on him to keep that idea going. 
 
    ”How’re they doing?” one of the guards asked, only a scrap of curiosity in his voice.  
 
    ”Not bad. Rosaline—the woman on the end,” he corrected himself, hoping that he sounded as disinterested as a loyal employee should, “said she was feeling sick and not to bother her.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine. Not like we’re allowed to talk to ‘em, anyway.” The wolf shrugged his shoulders, settling back into the chair he was perched on. It wasn’t a bad shift, working down here, Noah thought with some amusement. Upstairs, you didn’t get to sit down. Not for long, anyway.  
 
    ”Better get back to it,” Noah said, heading up the stairs after a few more moments of idle chat. That was good. If those two guards hadn’t seen or heard anything out of the ordinary—and they would’ve told him if they had—then it seemed Rosaline’s escape had been successful. Back up on the crowded top floor, Noah wove his way through the crowds, heading for the back door, where he knew the maintenance exit was. Sure enough, he found the door slightly ajar. He turned and stared out into the trees behind the bar, for a moment almost expecting to see Rosaline there, hiding in the trees. But of course, there was no sign of her. She’d be long gone by now, he thought with a surprisingly painful wrench in his chest. Was she thinking about him, he wondered? Had she even given a second thought to the man she’d kissed? Or was she leaving him behind the same way she was leaving her captivity? 
 
    No, he realized, thinking back to the rooms downstairs as he headed back inside to resume his post to keep up appearances and give Rosaline as much time as possible to make a break for it. She wouldn’t be gone for long. After all, there were four women still kept prisoner downstairs—and if he knew Rosaline at all, she’d want their freedom as well. One way or another, Noah would be seeing her again. And whether she knew it or not, he was on her side—he’d do everything he could to work in her best interests, to achieve the thing she wanted to achieve. Maybe if he did a good enough job, by the time he saw her again, she’d be able to start to trust him. Maybe she’d realize that they were destined to be together. 
 
    With these wild hopes in his mind, it was easy enough to pass the rest of the night. Dawn was beginning to break before the bar finally emptied out—the last few die-hards trailing off into the street after finishing their last round. Rory was wiping the bar down and packing down for the night, and Noah gave him a hand, his mind on the rooms downstairs. Had anyone been in to check on Rosaline yet? He’d done his best to restore the room to the state it was usually in—looking through the window in the door, you wouldn’t see anything out of place. Obviously, Rosaline would be missing, but he’d closed the bathroom door and left the bed unmade, hoping that a casual glance through the glass would lead to the assumption that she’d gotten up to use the restroom. 
 
    Rory chatted away easily to him as they cleaned, sharing a few stories from the rather eventful Saturday night he’d had. Meanwhile, Noah was thinking of Rosaline. Where was she by now? Was she alright? She was a smart woman, and resourceful—he knew she’d be okay by herself. But he was worried about the collar. Unless she’d somehow managed to break into Reed’s office and steal the key, it would still be on her neck, and it would pose quite a problem to remove it. And without removing it, she’d be hard pressed to get all the way back home to Colorado—he’d searched her himself and knew she had no money, no phone, no way of getting anywhere. 
 
    But those idle thoughts were banished by the slamming open of the doors to the bar. There stood Reed, looking unusually rumpled in his tailored suit, a look of abject fury in his pale blue eyes. Noah’s heart felt like it stopped beating. He felt his body tense up, his fight-or-flight instincts activating, and he forced himself to stay calm, to focus on the act he needed to play here. Rosaline needed him to stay cool. Rosaline needed him to protect her for as long as possible… but it was looking like her absence had been noticed. 
 
    ”You were on security,” Reed’s voice snapped across the empty bar, and he sounded angrier than Noah had ever heard him. “Did you see anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    ”Up here? No, boss.” Was the expression of confusion on his face believable? The worry, at least, was very real. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    ”I’ve just paid a little impromptu visit to our guests downstairs,” Reed said, his eyes narrow. “Had a lovely chat with each of the women in the first four rooms. But imagine my surprise when I opened the fifth door.” 
 
    ”What happened?” That was Rory’s voice, unexpectedly sounding behind him. Noah felt a rush of gratitude to the old wolf. He didn’t trust his own acting skills to be up to the challenge here. “Did she attack you or something?” 
 
    ”I wish she had,” Reed growled. “But to attack me, she’d have had to be in the room. And she was not.” 
 
    ”What? She left without telling anyone?” Rory again. Noah had to admit, he was impressed by the honesty in the wolf’s voice—but then again, he hadn’t known about the escape. “Who was on security?” 
 
    ”Two wolves who swear up and down they didn’t see or hear anything. So much for heightened senses. We’re having an emergency meeting, right here.” Reed’s jaw was tense, and fury was burning in his eyes. Noah didn’t want to consider what must be going on in his mind.  
 
    Noah took a deep breath as the staff began to filter in. He only trusted himself to give Rory the briefest look—the old wolf’s silver eyes were impassive, but he gave him a tiny little nod as he looked at him. It felt good to have an ally, but he could still feel his heart pounding hard in his chest. This was going to be hard. He was going to have to appear to be intent on finding Rosaline and bringing her back to her cell—but at the same time, he had to do whatever he could to sabotage everyone else’s attempts. Whatever happened, he knew he had to find her first. A crazy part of him itched to just leave now—to sprint out into the night, shift into his dragon form and hunt her down before anyone else could. But that would raise suspicion. For now, one of the best weapons he had at his disposal was Reed’s trust. He needed to take advantage of that as long as possible. 
 
    ”Right,” Reed said once the staff had gathered, his voice cutting across the tired mutterings of the group. “I’ll keep this short. Earlier this evening, one of our guests downstairs went missing. I don’t know exactly when, but I know she’s gone.” 
 
    Noah was curious, glancing around at the room. From what he could gather, Reed had told most of the staff that the women downstairs were staying of their own free will, using the bar as a base of operations for their own businesses. How was he going to send the staff on a mission to recapture a prisoner without letting them know she was a prisoner? 
 
    ”Now, I’ve spoken to this young woman’s friends downstairs. They’re very worried about her. Apparently, she has something of a mental disorder—a kind of paranoia that sets in occasionally and makes her believe crazy things. They suspect that this disorder is why she felt the need to sneak out of the building like an escapee. At any rate, we need to find her. I’m offering a reward for whoever finds her first—a full year’s paid leave from the bar. You can take it as a lump sum and keep working, or take the year off and keep drawing your salary, I don’t mind.” 
 
    An excited murmur echoed through the bar. Noah had to admit, it was an impressive offer. Reed must really want Rosaline back, he thought. 
 
    ”Do whatever it takes to find her. She’ll be on foot, so she won’t have gotten far. Obviously, she won’t be in her right mind when you do find her—I’d advise you not to listen to whatever she says. Obviously, be careful and discreet, but do use whatever force you need to use to bring her back here, where we can give her the treatment she needs to be returned to her senses.” 
 
    The shifters were looking at each other, nodding. Noah felt a pang of fear, thinking of the kind of force some of his coworkers would be likely to use to restrain an unwilling woman—especially with such an impressive prize at stake. A year’s salary was a lot of money, and none of Reed’s staff were especially well off… you had to be a little desperate to work in a place like this. And if Noah hadn’t met Rosaline, if he didn’t feel the way he felt about her… well, he’d probably be in the exact same boat, exchanging challenging glances with his coworkers, already planning his course of action. Hadn’t he been perfectly happy to kidnap Rosaline a few days ago? Hadn’t he been excited about the prospect of more responsibilities, better pay? He was just grateful he’d come to his senses.  
 
    ”Don’t worry about coming in for your scheduled shifts tomorrow,” Reed was saying. “Until she’s found, the bar is closed. Now get going. Time is of the essence. Noah? Stay back a minute, would you?” 
 
    Noah clenched his jaw but nodded, watching the other employees half-run from the room, clearly keen to get a head start. He could only hope that he’d made sure Rosaline had gotten enough of a head start to find a safe place to hide... and that she was being careful, wherever she was.  
 
    ”Noah,” Reed said, clapping him on the shoulder once the rest of the staff had dispersed. “How’d you like my little work of fiction?” 
 
    Noah forced himself to smile. “Pretty good.” 
 
    ”I suppose you’re wondering why I don’t just tell the guys the truth. Tell them the women downstairs are part of my collection.” 
 
    ”I guess so,” Noah admitted, trying to keep his expression neutral. “I mean, you told me.” 
 
    ”That’s because I trust you, Noah. And I like you. You’re smart. You’re tough as nails, of course, that’s why I hired you. But it’s more than that. I see something of myself in you, Noah.”  
 
    Noah fought the wave of nausea that came over him at that, trying to smile as though that was a compliment and not the worst thing he’d ever heard. “Thanks, boss.” He hesitated. “I better get going, though. Gotta track down that prisoner.” 
 
    ”That’s why I held you back. I know I offered those guys a year’s salary. But you—you, I have a better offer.” Reed’s pale blue eyes gleamed. “I saw the way you were looking at that dragon, down there.” 
 
    Noah’s heart froze. “What?” He felt panic try to swamp him and tried to fight it down. He had no time for this, had to get out of this room, find Rosaline before one of the others would. Had Reed figured it out somehow? Did he know what was going on? But no—the old man’s eyes were full of mirth, not fury.  
 
    ”Don’t worry, kid. It’s perfectly natural. She’s a hot piece of ass. Tell you what—if you find her before any of those guys, I’ll let you have a night with her. Alone. Call it … a bonus.” 
 
    Reed’s eyes were glinting, and Noah pulled on every last scrap of resolve he had to give the guy a smile. “Sounds good,” he said, his voice sounding like it came from miles away. His whole body was burning—he wanted nothing more than to shift forms right then and there and tear Reed apart with his talons. Or—even better—just beat him to death right here and now.  
 
    ”Alright. Get going. Bring that little bitch back in. We’ll make her sorry she ever even thought about breaking out of here.” 
 
    Somehow, Noah made it to the parking lot without driving his fist through the wall of the bar. He sat in his truck for a minute, breathing hard with his head on the steering wheel, trying to regain his composure. This was incredibly serious, now. He’d hoped he could give Rosaline more of a head start than this—but here it was, dawn breaking, and two dozen of the meanest shifters in Florida all hunting her down like dogs. She didn’t know the territory, she had a collar on that was stopping her using her full power, and worse—she was completely alone.  
 
    He had to find her first. No matter what, that was the only option. There was no hope of getting any kind of communication from the other guys, not with a prize at stake—any bonds of friendship between them paled in comparison to the promise of a year’s salary in one hit. Even if he asked them to tell him if they’d found her, they wouldn’t. So his only option was to find her first, and get away from this place before any of the other guys caught up with them. He took a deep breath. He had to think clearly. He had to be strong like Maya had told him. Rosaline needed him now more than ever, and he wasn’t going to let her down.  
 
    Not again. Not when he was the reason she was in this mess in the first place. God, he wished he hadn’t found her in those mountains. It would have been better to go back to Reed empty-handed. But what would have happened then? He would have just kept working for him, helping him do his monstrous deeds, contributing to the evil in the world. He couldn’t do that anymore. Whatever happened, Rosaline had already changed his life completely. 
 
    He owed it to her to keep her safe from what was coming for her. He’d spent his whole life in survival mode, doing whatever it took to keep himself safe and alive for another day. But those instincts weren’t going to serve him anymore. Now, he needed to do something for someone else. He needed to put his life on the line to keep her safe. A flash of her face came to him, her gorgeous green eyes, the way she’d smiled at him down in that room. God, he wanted to see her face again. 
 
    And as that thought occurred to him, he felt the strangest feeling in his chest. He hesitated, not sure what it had been, whether he’d imagined it. Cautiously, he summoned the image of her face again—and sure enough, there it was. The strangest feeling in his chest—for all the world like a tugging at him. It was pulling him north-east, and he frowned, getting out of the car. As he walked in the direction of the pull, he felt it get stronger, as though encouraging him to keep moving. Noah’s eyes widened as he lengthened his stride, breaking into a run. The image of her face got stronger in his mind, like a beacon, pulling him forwards. 
 
    What was this? Could this be what Maya meant about him and Rosaline being connected? Was it a soulmate thing, to be able to feel where she was? Maybe it had something to do with the danger she was in… a kind of magical defense mechanism? Or was it something the violet-eyed woman had done to him? Whatever it was, he was grateful for it. He knew he had to move fast—the other guys had a head start on him. But he had an advantage that they didn’t have. He had a compass, deep in his chest, guiding him. 
 
    He only hoped it would be enough—that he could get to her in time, and find a way to convince her to let him keep her safe. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    There had been an information booth across the way from the hardware store—there was nobody there on a Sunday, but there was a collection of brochures with maps of the area in them, and Rosaline spent a few minutes comparing them to the instructions she’d gotten from the wolf in the hardware store. Though she desperately wanted to take off running towards the metalworking store where someone might be able to remove the hated collar from her throat, she knew she had to play it safe. On the map, she found the bar where she’d been held prisoner on a list of local attractions—and she plotted a course that would lead right around it. It would add time to the walk, she knew, but it was better than getting caught because she was in too much of a rush to play it safe. Olivia would be proud, she thought with a pang of homesickness. Her sister was always such a practical soul.  
 
    It was amazing how much she missed her sister. It felt like a physical ache in her chest… and oddly enough, when she thought about it, the ache was centered in the part of her body that was facing towards the north-west, towards Colorado, where Olivia was. Could Olivia feel it, too, she wondered? Her family would be beside themselves with worry, she knew. She wished she could contact them somehow. That would be the first thing she did when she got back, she decided, gritting her teeth—she’d memorize a few phone numbers, and insist that everyone else did the same.  
 
    With her path plotted, there was nothing for it than to start walking. The day was bright and clear, but the air was so humid that she found herself sweating almost immediately. She wasn’t used to this kind of weather—the heat, the sun, the pressing humidity—and a dull ache set up behind her eyes almost immediately. The pace she’d tried to set just wasn’t maintainable, and she couldn’t help but roll her eyes at her initial impulse to run. Not an option. Maybe her friend Jessica could have handled it—she ran almost every day and was in incredibly good shape in both her wolf and her human forms. But for Rosaline, a moderate-paced walk was going to be the best she could do.  
 
    Jeans were a mistake, she reflected an hour into her walk. The denim was clinging to her legs, and she felt so sweaty she could have collapsed. Even the shade didn’t provide much relief, as much as she tried to keep to it—the humidity was everywhere, and the heat was inescapable. She stopped at cafes whenever she could to drink water in the restroom, trying to keep herself hydrated, but it was slow going, and she was worried that her disappearance had been noticed already. 
 
    It was during one such stop that she noticed her pursuers for the first time. 
 
    It was pure chance that in this particular cafe the air conditioner was all the way in the back, around a corner near the restrooms—she’d sought it out, wanting to stand for a couple of moments in the refreshing blast before she kept moving. Something told her to wait a moment before she left—and that little instinct saved her life. There, at the front counter, were two men with bright silver eyes, speaking in low voices to the owner of the cafe. She felt a pang of fear lance straight down her spine. There was no way this was a coincidence. Even though she’d tried to walk a path that went right around the bar, it seemed they were searching for her… what else would two wolves be doing asking around at local cafes?  
 
    Thankfully, she hadn’t stopped to address the owner of this particular cafe, so intent was she on finding the air conditioner. She saw the man shrug and shake his head, and breathed a sigh of relief as the two wolves headed on. They looked purposeful, taking long strides, and she felt anxiety gnawing at the pit of her stomach as she ducked into the back of the cafe again. She’d give it at least a few minutes before she headed on.  
 
    Well, that solved that particular mystery… it seemed her absence had been noticed after all. So much for her hopes that she’d have a day or two of a head start on her pursuers. She only hoped that the other four women hadn’t put themselves out too much to cover for her—she didn’t want them to risk being punished on her account. She stared at herself in the reflective silver surface of a drinks fridge, her sweaty face, her short blonde hair, her green eyes… she was irritatingly distinctive. Who knew how many people had already pointed Reed’s employees in her direction? 
 
    Her eyes strayed to a box at her feet, tucked out of the way of the traffic of the cafe. It was labelled ‘Lost and Found,’ and her eyes widened as she looked into it. Umbrellas, a few jackets… and underneath those, a pair of sunglasses and an enormous, wide-brimmed hat. It was better than no disguise at all, she supposed—and the hat would be good to protect her from the sun. She put some of the items on, feeling a brief pang of guilt about taking them from their owners… but it was an emergency. Besides, they’d already been lost. It wasn’t quite like stealing. 
 
    She headed off down the street with new purpose, this time keeping a sharp eye on the people around her. It was starting to get busy as people woke up and began to enjoy their Sundays—a double-edged sword, as on the one hand, it made her harder to see among the crowds, but on the other, it made her harder to see any possible pursuers. She wasn’t sure how many staff members Reed had, but with such a big bar, she was willing to bet it was quite a few. Hopefully at least some of them had set off searching in the wrong direction… but those two wolves were a worry. She’d heard that wolves could smell dragons.  
 
    As she walked, she found to her surprise that her mind kept returning to Noah. Was he on the hunt for her as well? She couldn’t help but feel a little guilty about breaking out of the place after he’d just told her that he was going to try to help her escape as well. But what was she supposed to do, just wait for him to come to her with a plan for getting out of there? And risk having her own plan discovered and ruined? He’d understand, she knew. If he had any sense at all—and if he’d been honest about wanting to help her escape, of course—he’d be trying to sabotage the efforts of all the other employees, not coming to find her himself. 
 
    Still, a treacherous part of her wanted to see him again. If he was on her side—and something in her, against all her better judgment, felt like he was—it would be good to have him with her. Especially if she was being hunted by everyone else in Reed’s employ. She shuddered to think of what would happen if they caught her, if they took her back with them to the bar. She’d looked into Reed’s cold blue eyes. Despite all his pretense at being a gracious host, she knew a monster when she saw one… and she knew without a doubt that he’d punish her for putting him through this inconvenience. 
 
    The day wore on. A few times, she spotted shifters and found herself having to take shelter just in case they were Reed’s men. It was frustrating not being able to travel as quickly as she’d have liked, but it was much better to be cautious and stay alive than to risk being captured. With the collar on, she knew she couldn’t fight to her full capacity… especially since Reed seemed to like hiring huge, muscly men. None of them were quite as tall or strong as Noah, she couldn’t help but noticing with an uncharacteristic blush creeping across her face that she blamed on the heat. God, she hoped he’d been serious about being on her side, about wanting to keep her safe. She could almost forgive him for kidnapping her in the first place if he’d be her ally now. It felt very lonely and scary, being in this completely unknown place by herself with so many enemies on her heels.  
 
    Once the sun had set, she realized she needed to figure out where she planned to spend the night. The trip was only about half done, she realized with a sigh as she leaned against a wall to check her map.  
 
    Then, before she could even react, there was a hand on her arm, and she found herself being yanked around the corner down an alleyway. She stumbled as she was dragged forward, powerless to resist, opening her mouth to scream—and then a hand was over her mouth, another arm wrapping around her, crushing her to a broad, muscular body. She thrashed her body, trying with all her might to get free, panic surging—she couldn’t go back, not now. Couldn’t be captured… couldn’t let them take her back… she opened her mouth behind the hand and bit down hard, feeling a surge of satisfaction at the grunt of pain that caused.  
 
    ”Rosaline,” came a familiar voice in her ear, lowered to a pained whisper. “Please just—be quiet for a second—” 
 
    ”Noah?” she tried to say. But the hand was still on her mouth. She stopped fighting for a moment, realizing he’d pulled her around the corner into an alcove. She could just see the street from here… and fear spiked in her gut as she saw the two wolves she’d seen earlier walk by, clearly searching intently for her. Noah held her still until the wolves had disappeared, and when he finally took his hand off her mouth, she was calm.  
 
    ”You bit me,” he mumbled, shaking his hand. She glanced down at it impatiently. 
 
    ”Thank you,” she said. “Those guys have been on my tail for a while.” 
 
    ”Yeah, they’re probably the best trackers Reed’s got,” he said, looking after them with a look of clear worry on his face. “They won’t give up, either.” 
 
    ”Is it just them that he sent after me?” 
 
    ”No. The whole staff’s coming. Hopefully, most of them are off on wild goose chases, though,” he added. She couldn’t help but notice that they were still very close to one another—the alcove was only narrow, barely big enough for one person, let alone two. But she didn’t want to stand out in the alley where the wolves might see her. At least, that was what she told herself as she breathed in the scent of him. Sweaty, as though he’d been running in this hot weather… but somehow, it wasn’t unpleasant. 
 
    Quite the opposite, in fact. She shook herself, trying to focus.  
 
    ”I came to get you out, but you were already gone,” he said. “I wish you’d told me what you were planning, I could have helped.” 
 
    ”I didn’t know if I could trust you,” she pointed out, narrowing her eyes. “Should I remind you of who kidnapped me in the first place?” 
 
    ”You’re right,” he said immediately, shrugging his huge shoulders. “It would’ve been dumb. But I put the poster back up over the hole, told the guards you were sick. Might’ve bought you a few hours, I don’t know.” 
 
    ”And how do I know it wasn’t you that raised the alarm?” she challenged him. There was no venom in the challenge, though—even as she spoke, she wasn’t committed to the idea. He could tell, too. He half-smiled as he looked down at her. 
 
    ”I mean, if I was going to turn you in for the reward, wouldn’t I be halfway back to the bar with you in my claws by now? Or I could’ve let the wolves get you,” he added. But his expression turned serious. “Rosaline—I know you have no reason to trust me. But honestly… I’m here to help you. However I can. Since I met you, I… I’ve been thinking a lot about who I am, what I’ve been doing with my life. I never saw the truth about the man I was working for. And that’s on me. I was scared, I just wanted something… easy. Something that would let me survive. But I want to change that. I’m not going back to that job, I’m not going back to him.” He took a deep breath. Despite her worry about her own situation, she felt a pang of sympathy for him. 
 
    ”How did you even start working for a man like that in the first place?” she asked. 
 
    ”Long story,” he said, his eyes shadowed. “I… my family weren’t …. weren’t great people, to grow up with. I needed to get out of there, but … well, my father didn’t make it easy.” Rosaline nodded, thinking of her own father, of how trapped she and Olivia had felt for so long. Things were finally starting to change, just a little, but she sympathized. “When I finally got free, I—I was a mess. I was lost, I was terrified, I had no idea how to be by myself in the world. Reed… took me in. Gave me a job, gave me something to do, made me feel like I had my freedom, had a future working for him. But I didn’t. Not really.” 
 
    ”And now?” 
 
    ”Now, I’m taking my freedom. Like I should’ve done ten years ago,” he admitted, running a hand through his hair. “And I get it if you don’t trust me, don’t want me around… but Rosaline, I—” Something guarded came across his face, and she felt a powerful pang of curiosity. “I feel—very strongly—about you. About helping you. Getting you back home. Erasing some of the damage I’ve done.” 
 
    ”Well, I’m in no position to turn down help,” she said, grinning a little. But there was something on his face—something he wasn’t telling her. Something he was holding back. And maybe it was a combination of the hot weather, the adrenalin of nearly getting captured… or the close proximity of his body… but she didn’t have a lot of patience for secrets right now. “Is that all you feel about me? A good-guy instinct to right your wrongs?” 
 
    He froze. She could almost hear his heart beating. She sympathized—her own seemed to be going a mile a minute in her chest. What are you doing, Rosaline? What can of worms are you opening here? “What do you mean?” 
 
    ”Back in the room,” she said levelly, her voice sounding much calmer than she felt. “You kissed me. Why did you do that?” 
 
    He looked like he was about to pass out. It was almost charming. “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    ”I think you do.”  
 
    ”I—“ He bit his lip. “You’re going to think it’s ridiculous.” 
 
    ”Try me.” 
 
    ”It’s stupid. Really.” 
 
    ”I’m not going with you if you’re keeping secrets from me, Noah. I’ll go turn myself into those wolves right now and see what Reed does with—” 
 
    ”I think you’re my soulmate!” He squeezed his eyes shut as he spoke, and she stared at him, shocked into silence herself. They stood for a long moment there in the humid Florida dusk, their bodies almost touching.  
 
    ”Soulmate?” 
 
    ”I told you it was stupid, I—forget I said anything.” He opened his eyes again, jaw tight. “Let’s get moving. We should find somewhere safe to spend the night, and—” 
 
    She had no idea what came over her. Some kind of instinct, deeper than her conscious mind went, just reared up, and before she knew what she was doing, she found herself with her arms around him, rising up on tiptoes, grabbing the back of his head to force his face down to meet her. Their lips met with the same sense of inevitability as back in the room, her prison—but this time it was Noah who seemed to freeze in shock, not her. But his lips felt so right against hers, his hair soft under her hands, and he was responding now, carefully, kissing her back so gently. He put his hands softly on her waist, and he held her as though she was made of glass. But he was kissing her back, and she could feel her heart pounding dizzily in her chest, all her conscious thoughts fading away in the burning heat of his lips against hers— 
 
    And then they broke apart, breathing hard. He pressed his forehead to hers, and she could feel the heat of his breath on her lips—her eyes slid shut, all her focus on her breathing, on the warmth of his hands still resting on her waist. 
 
    ”What were you saying?” she murmured in a low voice. “About needing to find somewhere to spend the night?” 
 
    He cleared his throat hard, and she resisted the urge to giggle at how hoarse his voice was when he spoke. “Yeah. There’s a bunch of hotels around here. I can book one for us, so the staff don’t see you, in case any of Reed’s guys come to ask after you.” 
 
    ”Good thinking,” she murmured. Their lips were incredibly close, still, but she was reluctant to pull away from him, to break the spell. Some part of her mind was screaming in confusion—what the hell was this? What was going on? A few days ago, this man had literally kidnapped her—drugged her and put her in the back of a car, driven her halfway across the country. But for some strange reason, the rest of her body and mind were completely at peace with what was happening. Something about him felt so right—the touch of his hands, of his lips, of his body against hers. She’d never been this close to someone before, never experienced anything like this. But somehow, it felt… familiar. Like coming home.  
 
    And like a bolt of lightning, she remembered something that David had said. It had been in the early days after Quinn had come to live with him, when Olivia and Rosaline were still hearing the full story of what had happened—and getting to know their new sister-in-law. Quinn had gone into the kitchen and David had watched her go, and there had been such a fond, soft look in his eyes that Rosaline hadn’t been able to help asking him about how it felt to be in love. 
 
    ”It’s impossible to describe,” he’d said simply, smiling at his sisters. “It just… when it happens, you just know. You can try to talk yourself out of it all you like, but you may as well try to talk yourself out of believing in gravity.” 
 
    Noah took her hand in his and started walking, leading her back into the street. She followed him, her heart pounding, her whole mind reeling with the force of what had just happened to her. Logically, it made no sense. Why would her soulmate be some dragon from halfway across the country?  
 
    But no matter how logically she tried to think about it, she couldn’t deny it… some part of her just knew. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Noah 
 
      
 
    Noah felt like he was walking through a dream. He had no idea who was in charge of his body walking across the street to a hotel he’d spotted on his way here because it certainly wasn’t him. He was too busy thinking about the way Rosaline had moved into his space, the way she’d kissed him so hard that he felt like his brain had short-circuited. He’d barely been able to respond, so completely floored had he been by her response to his confession. What did that mean? Did she feel the same way? Had she been thinking about him as much as he’d been thinking about her, despite what he’d done, despite the fact that she was only imprisoned because of him? He could feel his heart pounding, and there was a giddy joy threatening to tear its way free from his chest like a bird from its cage.  
 
    The woman in the hotel barely looked up when he asked to book a room, all but asleep as she extended her hand for his credit card. He booked them in for the night, mindful of Rosaline behind him, studiously studying the faded leaflets for tourist attractions on the wall behind him, avoiding having the hotel staff look too closely at her face… but with the level of enthusiasm this woman had for her job, Rosaline could have done a whole song-and-dance routine right there in the lobby and barely drawn her attention at all. The woman shoved a room key across the counter towards him, and he took it—and with a thrill, he felt Rosaline slip her hand into his again. 
 
    The hotel room wasn’t much. It was clean, at least, even if all the furniture looked about thirty years old and there was no television to speak of. The bathroom, too, was old but well-scrubbed, and when he turned back to Rosaline, she was perched on the edge of the bed with her green eyes intent on him. 
 
    ”Only one bed,” she pointed out, voice low and unbelievably sexy in the quiet of the room. He swallowed hard, acutely aware of the fact that they were alone, that they had nowhere to be until morning… and that his body was still highly interested in what exactly it was he’d been doing with Rosaline in the alleyway earlier. 
 
    ”I’m happy to sleep on the floor,” he said, not wanting to presume. “If you’d like—” 
 
    ”I wouldn’t like at all,” she said archly, rising to her feet and moving across the floor towards him. He felt like a deer in headlights, frozen to the spot as she approached… and then bereft as she walked straight past him to the bathroom. She paused in the doorway, and the smile on her face was unbelievably wicked. “I’m going to take a shower. Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    As if he could have if he tried, he thought faintly as the door clicked shut. He could hear the sound of rushing water as she turned the shower on and worked very hard on not thinking very disrespectful thoughts about her body under the water, unclothed, dripping wet, and covered in soapy lather…  
 
    Nope. He walked blindly across the room, knelt to take his boots off, busying himself with mindless tasks. Straightened the bedspread, even though it had already been neatly made, then fussed with the dusty glasses standing on top of the fridge. After what felt like an eternity, the shower in the bathroom shut off, and he tried not to imagine her stepping out of the water, rubbing her body down with one of the soft towels that had been hanging on the rail…  
 
    Was it hot in this room, or was it just him? 
 
    The door clicked open, and he turned to her—then looked away instinctively. She had a towel wrapped around her body and nothing else—and that wicked smile was still playing around her lips as she looked at him.  
 
    ”My clothes are soaked through with sweat. I gave them a wash in the shower, but it’ll be a while before they dry.” 
 
    ”I should have thought to bring you a change,” he choked out, his voice not sounding like his own. She nodded, her green eyes still intently focused on his. 
 
    ”Noah.” 
 
    ”Rosaline,” he said. Thank God his body took control. Before he could catch up with what was happening, he was halfway across the room to her and accelerating, and he caught the look of surprise and delight on her face just before he kissed her, harder than they’d kissed in the alley, some of the longing he’d been feeling for her breaking free. He could feel her responding to his kiss, her hands around the back of his neck and her body pressing against his, the thin fabric of the towel all that separated her body from the cool air of the air-conditioned room. He pulled her closer to him, his hand on her lower back, careful not to pull the towel away (though a significant part of him wanted nothing more than to grab it and throw it across the room.)  
 
    He’d spent his fair share of time in seedy hotel rooms with women, he had to admit… but it had never felt like this. He’d never had such a roaring in his ears, such a pounding in his chest, such a deep, desperate desire for more contact, more kissing, more of her body under his hands, more of her lips against his skin. The heat in the room was overwhelming, and he reached down to pull the T-shirt he was wearing off over his head, breaking away from her momentarily to drag the fabric past his face. It had been motivated purely by temperature, but Rosaline took the opportunity to take a step back and stare down at him, and he felt self-consciousness flare to life in him as her green eyes took him in. 
 
    ”God, do you lift weights every minute of the day or something?” 
 
    He grinned, flushing a little. Why was it that a compliment from her could bowl him over like that? He knew he was a good-looking man—he worked in a nightclub surrounded by drunk women, he heard it at least a dozen times a night. But when Rosaline said it… somehow it meant so much more. Almost too much. He didn’t know how to respond. So he just drew her close to him again, smiling a little as her hands began to roam across his body, exploring the contours of his back, the broad, strong muscles of his chest… he caught his breath a little as she found sensitive places, feeling desire pool in his stomach.  
 
    She tugged him down to the edge of the bed, grinning as he obeyed. “There. Now we’re the same height. Almost,” she added, frowning a little—there was still an inch or two difference between them, and he chuckled, leaning down to kiss the side of her throat. He hadn’t been ready for the sound she made—a breathy sigh, unbelievably sexy, that made him grin against her skin and kiss the same place again and again. Part of him was worried about pushing her too far, about making her feel pressured—especially after what she’d been through over the last few days—but she was responding to his every touch with such enthusiasm that he would have felt rude to pull away. Still, as she reached up to pull the towel away from her body, he paused for a moment. 
 
    ”Is this—okay?” 
 
    She blinked those gorgeous green eyes at him, tilting her head to the side. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    ”I mean—” He tried to clear his head for a moment. “After everything that’s happened—with Reed, and—” 
 
    ”I’m fine,” she said, smiling at him. “I trust you. That might be dumb of me, and my sister would probably kill me, but—it’s true. I trust you. I trust this.” 
 
    It felt like his heart was about to explode. “Good,” was all he could say, hoping the smile on his face conveyed what he couldn’t with words.  
 
    ”Have you—” She hesitated, and he realized there was a blush creeping across her face. It was unbelievably charming, but he resisted the urge to kiss her until she’d finished her thought. “Have you done this before?” 
 
    ”Yes,” he said simply. “A few times. But it never felt like this.” 
 
    She smiled at that, and the expression warmed his whole body. “Well. I haven’t. So you’ll have to be patient with me.” He nodded, pulling away from her a little, and she frowned, her hand reaching out like lightning to grab his wrist and return his hand to her waist. “But not that patient.” 
 
    He grinned, not needing any further encouragement to pull her into his arms. It was easy enough to swing her into his lap, and before long she was straddling him as he kissed the line of her throat, reaching the hem of the towel… and with an impatient sound, she hurled it across the room in one smooth gesture. 
 
    He couldn’t help staring. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t noticed the shape of her body before, through the jeans and T-shirt she’d been wearing… but all that paled in comparison to seeing the full glory of her, right there before him. He ran a wondering hand down her side, following the beautiful curve of her waist to where her hips flared—her eyes slid shut, and he heard her breathing pick up a little as he caressed a few sensitive spots. He kept kissing her throat, her collarbones, down to her breasts, slowing down a little as he went in case she wanted to stop him… but at an impatient gesture, he kept moving. He took one of her nipples into his mouth and heard her gasp at the sensation, her hands gripping hard on his shoulders in response, and he rumbled laughter, hearing her moan at the vibrations against her sensitive skin. 
 
    He teased her until she was panting, his hands caressing her body as he gently toyed with her nipples with his lips and teeth—and then she flattened him to the bed with surprising strength, her palms flat against the muscles of his chest. With a sound that was almost like a growl (and sent heat surging to the core of him) she straddled him, her knees on either side of his hips, and sat back on her haunches, her green eyes locked on him as she attacked his belt. Now it was his turn to gasp as he felt her hands against his cock—even through the fabric of his jeans and his boxers, it made him groan, pressing his head back against the bed. 
 
    He was glad he’d taken his boots off earlier—it made it easier for her to yank his jeans down and discard them. Her hands slowed as she returned to his boxers, and he glanced up to see her looking down at the tent his erection had made in the fabric. Feeling a little self-conscious, he shifted his weight a little, and her gaze flicked up to meet his. 
 
    ”Okay?” he asked, a little embarrassed by how hoarse his voice was. 
 
    ”More than okay,” she murmured, reaching down to caress him through the thin fabric of his boxers—and he choked back a moan, his hands fisting in the bedsheets. “Very okay. Extremely okay.” 
 
    Her hands moved agonizingly slowly on him, but he wasn’t about to try to rush her, even if it felt like his chest was going to explode if he didn’t get more contact. Slowly but surely, she pulled his boxers down, freeing his cock from the increasingly tight confines of the clothing… and then he encountered a whole new world of agony, as she caressed his bare skin, the touch of her hand effortlessly light and cool against his burning flesh. If he hadn’t known any better, he thought dizzily as he fought to stop himself groaning, he could have sworn she was teasing him on purpose. Then he looked up to meet her green eyes—saw the wicked grin that was dancing in their depths—and realized that that was exactly what was happening. 
 
    ”What?” she said innocently. “I’m just—exploring.”  
 
    He growled low in his throat, unable to keep the grin off his face as he sat up quickly, wrapping his arms around her—and with a squeak of surprise, she found herself on her back beneath him. Her green eyes glowing with mirth, she beamed up at him, and for a moment he forgot all plans of revenge, he was so taken aback with how gorgeous she looked, just lying there against the drab hotel bedspread.  
 
    But there was no time to just gaze at her. For now, he had a mission. Wasting no time, he pressed her down to the bed, kissing her mouth until she hummed with pleasure—he could feel her rocking her hips up against him, but he resisted the urge to press his body against hers, instead kissing his way down her throat. Again, he took one of her nipples into his mouth until she gasped, but then he continued down her body, tracing the sensitive spots he’d found with his hands, dragging his tongue down her hipbone and drawing a sound out of her that almost knocked him out. God, was there anything sexier than a woman moaning in pleasure? 
 
    He slowed a little as he neared her sex. He could smell her excitement, feel the heat of her—but still, he wanted to give her ample time to stop him if she didn’t feel ready for him to touch her somewhere so intimate. Besides… she’d certainly taken her time with him. It was only fair for him to return the favor. So he spent a while kissing the insides of her thighs, hearing her whimper and feeling the way her hips twitched as she waited for him to close the distance… 
 
    ”Noah,” she ground out, and he felt a rush of blood head straight south at the tone of her voice. “Just—will you—“ 
 
    ”Hmm?” he enquired, deliberately letting his lips buzz against her body, and she groaned, arching her back and pressing herself against him. He gave in—and buried his face between her legs, exploring her folds with his tongue and his lips, guided by the sounds of delight and pleasure she made as he finally gave her what she’d been wanting. The scent of her had been intoxicating, and the taste of her body was even better—he felt like a wild animal, greedily exploring her, dipping inside her then teasing at her clitoris, drawing unbelievably sexy sounds from her, teasing her closer and closer to her climax then drawing back a little, keeping her frustrated. 
 
    Finally, when her moans were growing frantic, he moved up her body, his own desire pulsing in the pit of his stomach. He kissed her breasts again, her throat, the side of her face—and she grabbed his face and kissed him greedily, tasting herself on his lips. Her legs wrapped around his waist as they lay together and he wiggled his arm underneath her, pulling her closer to him. Then, with a gleam in his eyes, he rolled them over so that she was once again perched on top of him. 
 
    She flattened her palms against his chest, and he gazed up at her, overcome again by how absolutely gorgeous she was. Her lips were reddened with desire, roughened from kissing, and he felt her shift her hips and choked out a groan as her body brushed against his cock, which had been demanding attention more and more as the evening had worn on.  
 
    He felt her hand reach down and curl around his cock and he shut his eyes at the pressure, trying to hold himself back… it was a little embarrassing how close to the edge he’d come. She seemed to sense his weakness, and he groaned as she squeezed him gently, resisting the urge to thrust his hips into her hand with some difficulty. And then she was guiding him carefully into her body, the tip of him pressing against her entrance. 
 
    ”Go as slowly as you—” he started to say—but before he could finish, he felt her slide down over his cock, taking him deep inside her in one smooth movement that made him feel like he was going to pass out. He made a sound that was embarrassingly close to a whimper, reaching up to hold her by the hips where she sat astride him. She leaned forward over him, her breasts brushing against his chest as she kissed him—and then she rocked her hips, and pleasure shot through him like lightning. She could feel it too—he could tell by the way she caught her breath—and though he’d been determined to move slowly, to draw this pleasure out as long as possible for both of them, he found himself rapidly losing control. It just felt so good—like her body was perfectly suited for his, like they fitted together like puzzle pieces. She was clearly in a similar state of mind—the movements of her body quickly grew frantic as she rocked her hips back and forth, claiming him again and again, drawing pleasure out of his body by force. 
 
    He tried to hold back, but he may as well have tried to stop a tidal wave for all the good it did—before long the force of his orgasm was building, and he clutched desperately at her hips, urging her on, not sure where her body ended and his begun, aware only of the white-hot pleasure building in the pit of his stomach… and then her hands tightened on his chest, the distant pain of her nails digging into his skin eclipsed completely by the power of the orgasm that was crashing over him—and her, too, to judge from the way she was holding back a scream as she collapsed down onto him. 
 
    When he came to, she was lying beside him, cradled in his arms with sweat drying on her forehead. Her green eyes were open, but they weren’t focused on anything—her lips slightly parted as she breathed rhythmically in and out. He raised one shaking hand to push his hair out of his face, his heart pounding, and her eyes flicked up to meet his, full of wonder. 
 
    ”Wow,” she murmured, her voice as hoarse as his had been. “Not bad.” 
 
    ”Not bad?” he said roughly, sitting up a little with indignation.  
 
    “Well, I’m not exactly an expert, am I?” she pointed out with a sleepy grin that melted any indignation he might have felt, fake or otherwise.  
 
    ”I am,” he asserted, grinning down at her. “That was the best sex I’ve ever had in my life.” 
 
    Her eyes gleamed. “Really?” 
 
    ”Really. I—“ He hesitated a little, but he was still feeling so giddy and full of endorphins that he couldn’t bring himself to guard his tongue. “It felt like we were made for each other,” he said, regretting it almost instantly. But Rosaline just smiled at him. 
 
    ”Yeah. Yeah, I think I know what you mean.” 
 
    He curled his arms around her, pressing his face into her hair and inhaling the sweet scent of her as they drifted into a contented sleep. For the first time in his life, he felt completely, blissfully happy—all the fear and worry of Reed and the men on their tail disappeared into the warm glow of Rosaline, nestled in his arms. He knew on some level that they had hard times ahead—he could feel the press of the metal collar that was still locked around her neck, reminding him that they weren’t free yet—but for once, he felt safe enough to rest.  
 
    Yes, they had a lot of enemies. But they’d deal with the danger ahead of them in the morning. 
 
    Together. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    Rosaline drifted to sleep feeling more peaceful than she remembered feeling in a long, long time… but when she woke up, that feeling was banished instantly, replaced by a tension in her stomach and a fluttering in her chest that made her reach out blindly for Noah. He sighed in his sleep, pulling her closer, and she peered around the hotel room in the dark, wondering what it had been that had woken her up. Traffic, maybe? Unfamiliar sounds from the other rooms? She should try to go back to sleep—she was certainly tired enough, and Noah’s arms were so warm and safe. But as she shut her eyes, the feeling of unease intensified, bringing her even more fully into the waking world. 
 
    What was going on, she wondered, sitting up drowsily to the sound of Noah’s sleepy protests behind her. Her instincts were screaming at her that something was wrong. She rose to her feet and padded into the bathroom, finding her clothes mostly dry where she’d left them hanging—the benefits of the fierce air conditioning in the room, she supposed. She dressed quickly, not sure why she was doing it, only that it was making her feel better to be fully clothed. Then she padded back out into the main part of the room, where Noah was stirring from his sleep, too. She took a moment to look at him, stretched out with the sheets tangled around his gorgeous naked torso—but any temptation she may have felt to dive back into his arms was put off by the sense of apprehension that was growing in her chest minute by minute. 
 
    ”What’s up?” Noah murmured, blinking up at her with those beautiful hazel eyes. “You okay? Something happening?” 
 
    ”I don’t know,” she murmured, her eyes on the door. “I just—woke up with this weird feeling that something was wrong. I don’t know. It sounds dumb when I say it out loud.” 
 
    ”I don’t think it’s dumb,” Noah said seriously. “I might have a week ago, but—well, I’ve learned a whole lot about following instincts. How did you think I found you?” He rose to his feet and started dressing—she admired the view while she could, despite her distraction. “I’ll go check it out.” 
 
    He wasn’t gone for long. When he came back into the room, his body language had changed completely—there was a tension in his body that made a thrill of worry run down her spine. 
 
    ”Anything?” 
 
    ”They’ve found us,” he said in a low voice. “Wolves. They’re searching the rooms. I don’t know why, or how, but we’ve got to go. Now.” 
 
    She nodded, already ready. “Which way?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I have an idea.” 
 
    ”What?” 
 
    ”How do you feel about—getting a lift with me?” Her eyes widened as he continued. “We’ll have to move fast. I figure we head out of the door, I shift, you jump on my back, and I get us as far away from here as I can.” 
 
    ”What if the wolves see you? They’ll know you’re helping me.” 
 
    ”I don’t care,” he said, eyes full of worry. “If I’m quick enough, we should be okay.” 
 
    She nodded, her heart pounding. “Okay. I was headed for a metalworking shop a little closer to the city to get a file to get the collar off. Should we head there? We’ll be in a much better position when I can shift again.” 
 
    He nodded. “I think I know the place. Good plan.” 
 
    It felt good to have someone on her side. It didn’t ease the sick pounding in her chest or the worry in her gut at all, but knowing Noah was there to help her made her feel stronger. They crept out into the parking lot of the hotel, Noah scanning the upper balconies in search of the wolves. 
 
    ”No sign,” he whispered to her. “Are you ready?” 
 
    And before she could respond, he shifted. 
 
    It was fast—alarmingly fast, much faster than any shifter she’d ever seen. One moment he was standing there, the next his face had split down the center, bifurcated by what looked like a fin rising to the top of his head. Just as quickly, his body rocketed out behind him, and her eyes widened as she looked at him. She’d known he was a dragon—she’d just assumed that he was the same kind of dragon she was. But as his scales covered his body, she realized she’d been wrong. Where her scales were metallic and shiny, his were mottled, dozens of shades of green blending together. His wings were smaller than hers and more narrow, and his tail—she stared at it, fascinated. Instead of the long, whip like tail that she and her family had, he had a long, broad tail with fins at the end, for all the world like an aquatic creature. 
 
    But his eyes—those were the same bright hazel that she remembered. He lowered his neck, shifting his forelegs impatiently as he waited for her to climb onto his neck. Feeling a little absurd—she’d rarely travelled like this—she gingerly reached out to climb up. There were what looked like fins lining his neck, and as he leaped into the air, she saw them shift and adjust with his movements, guiding him in the air.  
 
    He was unbelievably fast, and maneuvered incredibly well—she had to hang on tightly as he shot up through the sky, skidding over the roof of the hotel and over the quiet streets below. His wings were pumping hard, much faster than she usually needed to flap hers, and she gasped as he half-glided, half-fell to a rooftop below. But he landed lightly, his claws scrabbling for purchase, before leaping off again, using the momentum of the leap to carry himself to the next roof. As he flew, she realized how different he was to her. Where she and her family were built for long distance, he was much more a sprinter—he was much faster and more agile than she could ever hope to be, but she realized he couldn’t stay in the air for nearly as long as she could. She remembered him mentioning that he’d grown up in the Everglades—she imagined him flitting between trees, his scales camouflaging him against the moss and greenery.  
 
    He landed eventually, and she could feel that he was breathing hard with the exertion of the flight. The streets were deserted, but she still hopped down from his neck quickly so he could transform, not wanting to risk any unexpected human visitors who might have a few questions about a green dragon in the streets of downtown Miami. And in a heartbeat, there he was again—heavily out of breath, but otherwise the man she’d met. 
 
    ”You’re—fascinating,” she said without meaning to, and he tilted his head, a guarded expression on his face. 
 
    ”What?” 
 
    ”I’ve never seen a dragon like you.” 
 
    ”We’re not great in the air,” he mumbled, and she was surprised to realize that he was embarrassed. “Not really built for long distance. We’re swimmers more than anything.” 
 
    ”You’re amazing,” she said, meaning it, stepping into his space to emphasize it and reaching up to kiss him. “I could never be that quick, that dexterous. I’m impressed. Seriously.” He grinned at her, ducking his head sheepishly at the praise. She smiled. “You don’t get many compliments, do you?” 
 
    ”No,” he said simply, a shadow on his face. 
 
    ”Well. You’d better get used to them.” She turned to the shopfront where he’d landed them, narrowing her eyes. “I spent so long walking to this place. I can’t wait to get this stupid thing off my neck. Says they open at nine.” She sighed, turning to walk down towards the curb. “Do you reckon there’s somewhere to sit, or—” 
 
    The sound of breaking glass distracted her, and she spun to see Noah with his arm inside the glass door, opening it from the inside.  
 
    “Noah!” 
 
    ”What?” He looked nonplussed. “I’m not waiting five hours to get that collar off you.” 
 
    Full of fondness for him—and a little bit of worry that the police would descend on them—she hurried up to the door, following him inside the gloomy store. Sure enough, there were all kinds of metalworking supplies on offer—including, to her acute relief, a selection of files. Noah grabbed a couple and turned for the door. Rosaline stared at him. 
 
    ”We have to pay for them.” 
 
    ”What? Rosaline, we have to go—” 
 
    ”It’s bad enough we broke their door!” She folded her arms, looking at him crossly. “I’m not stealing.” 
 
    He heaved a sigh, giving her a thoroughly vexed look from under his eyebrows before pulling his wallet out and rustling through it. “You’re lucky I have cash on me.” He dropped a couple of twenty dollar notes on the counter and headed out, grabbing her hand as he went—Rosaline grinned a little, still not used to little gestures like that. But Noah’s eyes were worried as they headed out onto the street again. 
 
    ”What’s the matter?” 
 
    ”Worried,” he said, voice low. “They might have seen me leaving with you on my back. I’m wondering if they’re going to put the pieces together.” 
 
    She nodded. “They were going to find out sooner or later, right? I mean, once we turned up back at the bar to break the other women out.” Noah nodded, but a look of guilt flickered across his face. She raised an eyebrow. “What was that look?”  
 
    ”I—look, it’s awful, but I’d forgotten about them.” She narrowed her eyes, and he raised his hands. “I know! I just—can you blame me? Look at you. It’s a miracle I can still talk after what we did last night.” 
 
    Successfully disarmed, she blushed to the roots of her hair, resisting the urge to kiss him. “Alright. Well. You’d better get this collar off me so I can fly us back to the bar. You’re built for speed, I’m built for endurance,” she said, grinning. 
 
    ”Oh, yeah?” 
 
    ”Just wait. I could take you to the moon and back and barely break a sweat.” 
 
    ”You already did,” he said, grinning—and she giggled. But the giddy mood quickly evaporated when Noah tried the file on the collar. She waited as he started sawing away at the collar, frowning a little as the sawing continued… and continued… and continued… 
 
    ”What’s taking so long?” 
 
    ”This—might be a longer project than we thought,” he said regretfully, taking the file away. She reached up to the collar, groaning as she felt the place he’d been sawing at—there was barely a dent in the metal.  
 
    ”Ugh. Typical. At least we did some damage, though,” she said with a sigh. “I tried about a hundred garden tools yesterday, and none of them even left a scratch.” 
 
    ”I’m worried about the wolves,” Noah said in a low voice. “If they’ve got your scent or mine, they’re probably tracking us. We should get out of here. Find somewhere a little more crowded to lose ourselves, find a place to get this collar off, then go back.” 
 
    She nodded. It was a good plan—for all that she could feel frustration gnawing at her chest. God, if they could just get the damn collar off, everything would be fixed. “Okay. Should we run?” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side. “I mean, we could. Or we could just… hail a cab.” 
 
    ”Okay, well, I guess that makes more sense,” she grumbled, annoyed that she hadn’t thought of that. “In my defense, it’s been a while since I spent much time in—human space.” 
 
    He chuckled, taking her hand in his, and she felt a rush of fondness for him—gratitude for having someone on her side, someone to think of things like hailing cabs and avoiding their pursuers. As they settled into the back of a cab (the driver barely batting an eyelid at the late hour and the metalworking files in their hands) she leaned against his shoulder, and he put his arm around her, smiling down at her.  
 
    It was good to be with him. Still, she’d feel a whole lot better about it once the collar was off. 
 
    ”You okay?” he asked. 
 
    ”Yeah,” she said, shrugging. “Just—worried about the others.” 
 
    ”We’ll get them,” he promised her. “You and me. As soon as we get this thing off you—” His eyes flicked forward to the cab driver then back to her, a silent warning that they couldn’t speak too freely. “We’ll head back together and sort it all out.” 
 
    ”What about—” She hesitated, not sure whether she should say Reed’s name out loud. “Your boss.” 
 
    ”He’s not my boss any more. And if he tries to stop us…” There was a cold look in his eyes as he silently clenched his fist, and she shivered, very glad that he was on her side.  
 
    The cab took them through quiet streets into progressively busier ones, and she peered out the window with interest, realizing that they were driving steadily towards the center of Miami. It was a city she’d heard about before, but never visited, and as the sun rose, she realized what a good idea this had been. There were so many people, so many vehicles … even if the wolves back there had caught her scent or somehow managed to follow the cab, there was no way they were going to be able to keep up now. Noah paid the cab driver with his credit card, and they stepped out onto a much busier street than the one they’d come from. A few passersby looked curiously at Rosaline’s collar, and she narrowed her eyes irritably. 
 
    ”Come on. Let’s find somewhere to get this thing off me.” 
 
    ”It’s going to take a while,” he said softly, touching the side of her face in an apologetic kind of way. “But once it’s done—” 
 
    ”I’ll fly us back,” she said. “We’ll wait till nightfall, so nobody sees me, of course… which is frustrating, because I hate the idea of the girls being stuck there any longer than they need to—” But Noah gave her a sidelong glance. 
 
    ”Or we could just get another cab.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment. “Oh, yeah.”  
 
    ”I’m not going to make fun of you,” he said diplomatically, taking her hand again in a gesture that she was coming to like a lot. They walked through the streets for a little while, making sure their track was thoroughly lost, before sitting down on a partly hidden park bench and finally setting about getting rid of the collar. 
 
    It took the better part of an hour before Noah managed to file all the way through one side of the collar. She grinned triumph, raising her hand to explore the new hole in the thing. It had made some strange sounds as he was filing, like electricity shorting out—they’d theorized that the electronics inside the device were being damaged. If it wasn’t for their very public location, she’d have tried to shift then and there to see whether the damage to the collar had been enough to stop its hold on her—but they were getting enough curious looks from strangers without her turning into an enormous dragon in the middle of the day. 
 
    Noah could sense her frustration—but he was nothing but patient as he moved to her other side and started filing away at the opposite side of the collar. This part was even worse—she was so close to freedom that she itched with every careful movement of his hands, wanting desperately to just rip the thing off with brute strength. But finally, finally, she heard him catch his breath—and the collar fell off her neck and clattered onto the bench. 
 
    ”Oh, my God,” she murmured, rubbing her neck gratefully. “That feels so good. Thank you.”  
 
    Noah smiled down at her—and then, unexpectedly, lowered his head to press a kiss to her neck where the collar had been. She grinned at him, surprised by the gesture.  
 
    ”Well,” he pointed out, “I couldn’t do that last night.” 
 
    She bounded to her feet, full of energy all of a sudden. “Right. Let’s get a cab.” But a sudden wave of dizziness interrupted her. Noah was at her side, reaching out to steady her with concern on his face. 
 
    ”Are you okay?” 
 
    ”Yeah, just—“  
 
    ”When was the last time you ate anything?” 
 
    ”Uh. Yesterday morning.” 
 
    Noah clicked his tongue. “Right. First, we’re getting some food. Then we’ll head back to the bar. Okay?” 
 
    She was going to protest—but as she opened her mouth to tell him that they didn’t have time, the scent of a nearby restaurant hit her nose, and her stomach growled so loudly that even Noah could hear it. She could see him stifling his laughter.  
 
    ”Fine,” she said with mock severity, “but we’re eating fast, okay?” 
 
    It felt odd, sitting with him at a table with an enormous cheesy pizza between them. If it wasn’t for the circumstances, it would almost have felt like a cute little lunch date. The waitress certainly seemed to think it was—she beamed at them both when she seated them, fussing over finding them the perfect table. But it wasn’t just a date, she thought reluctantly. As tempted as she was to just enjoy Noah’s company, they had serious things to talk about. 
 
    ”Noah—I wanted to talk about this.” 
 
    He looked up at her with a mouth full of food, flicking his hair out of his eyes as he hastened to swallow it. “About what?” 
 
    ”You don’t have to come with me,” she said, steeling herself. “I can do this on my own. I don’t want you to feel like I’m forcing you to do this—to fight your old friends and your old boss.” 
 
    He stared at her, clearly taken aback. “Rosaline, of course I’m coming with you. I should have taken Reed down myself years ago. The things he does down there are—well, I don’t have to tell you, do I? They’re evil. He’s a dangerous man. I should have stopped him years ago. This is a chance to make up for that failure—to do something to reverse some of the harm I’ve done by working for him. So if you’ll let me come with you, Rosaline… I want to. Truly.” 
 
    ”But like you said,” she argued, fighting the urge to smile at him, to lean across the table and kiss him. “Reed’s dangerous. Who knows how many shifters he’s got working for him? I’d hate myself if you got hurt because of me—” 
 
    ”And I’d hate myself more if you got hurt because I let you go down there by yourself,” Noah said immediately, and she had to relent. “Checkmate.” 
 
    ”Yeah, good point,” she admitted, looking up at him with a rueful grin. “But so long as you’re doing this because you want to, not because you feel like I’m making you.” 
 
    ”I am,” he said simply. “Of course I am.” 
 
    ”Right. So what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – Noah 
 
      
 
    Rosaline was a force to be reckoned with, Noah realized as they sat and talked, finishing their meal as they laid out their strategy for the assault on the bar. It almost felt like a dream—was he really talking about this? Not only disobeying Reed but outright attacking his organization? Could he really bring himself to fight his old comrades and colleagues? There was a lump in his throat when he thought about it—but then he looked into Rosaline’s eyes. Remembered what Reed and his organization had wanted to do to her, how narrowly she’d escaped an awful fate at the old man’s hands. He owed it to her to do something about it. He owed it to himself. Owed it to shifter society in general. They could be better than this, he knew it.  
 
    From what she was able to tell him about her dragon form—something he hadn’t seen in person but was very much looking forward to witnessing—she was a formidable opponent. Much larger than him, with razor-sharp claws and tough, armored scales, she’d certainly be able to do a fair bit of damage. She knew how to fight, too, from what she said. She was modest, saying it had always been her brother and sister who were better at it than she was, but from the brief account she gave of her training and experience, he knew that she’d be able to handle herself. 
 
    ”Most of the guys I worked with, they’re not fighters,” he explained, thinking back to the guys who worked security. “They’re tough, of course, and they can handle themselves… but most of their expertise is intimidating drunk guys into settling down. If it actually came to blows, I wouldn’t trust most of them to have my back in a fight.” 
 
    ”What about you?” she asked curiously, tilting her head to the side. Noah hesitated, his whole childhood rising up in him like a choking cloud. The constant hypervigilance—the attacks from his brothers whenever he was least expecting it. The way his father would knock him down, over and over, telling him it was for his own good, to toughen him up. How could he tell her all of that when he was hardly capable of working through it in his own mind? Even now, he could feel himself trying not to think about it—trying to minimize and dismiss the horrible stuff his parents and family had put him through. Listening to what Rosaline told him about the way she’d trained with her family had set his heart pounding. It sounded so friendly, so respectful, so kind. So loving. His father had always said that the so-called ‘training’ he put his sons through was an act of love—because he loved them, he wanted them to be able to protect themselves. And sure enough, Noah could protect himself. But the damage it had done…  
 
    He shook himself a little, realizing he’d lapsed into silence, staring down at the remnants of the pizza as Rosaline gazed curiously at him from across the table. “Um. Yeah, I’m different. I can fight pretty well. My family...” Why was it so hard to speak? There was a huge lump in his throat, and his eyes were stinging. “Growing up, we, uh, sparred a lot. Older brothers. You know.” There was that habit—minimizing the damage, minimizing the severity of the warzone that had been his upbringing. He could tell Rosaline wasn’t buying it—there was that keen, sharp look that came into her eyes when she was trying to see through him. He shut his eyes for a moment. Part of him wanted to let himself collapse completely, to tell her every detail, even the stuff he’d repressed—but that would take all day, and he didn’t trust himself to know how to put himself back together afterwards.  
 
    The full story could wait. For now, they had to focus on the mission. 
 
    ”Anyway, this attack we’re launching,” he said, forcing his voice to stay steady, and he could see her coming to the same conclusion he had. No time for deviations. “We should move quickly, I think. Reed’s got about forty employees that I know of, but the good news for us is that they’re all out hunting for you.” He felt a thrill of fear go through him, thinking of what would have happened if he hadn’t gotten to her first. She was clearly thinking the same thing—he saw a shadow pass across her face, and he reached out to take her soft hand in his. She smiled at him. 
 
    ”It’s a good thing you found me first.”  
 
    ”Yeah. And hopefully, the majority of them are still out there searching—it’ll mean the bar’s unguarded, or at least only staffed by a skeleton crew. Reed did say he was shutting the place down until you were brought back.” 
 
    ”Gosh, I’ve caused so much trouble,” she grinned, her eyes glinting maliciously. “Poor Reed’s profit margins must be taking a hit.” 
 
    ”That being said, I’m not sure if the wolves last night spotted me with you,” he admitted, voicing something he’d been worrying over for most of the day. “Depending how much of it they pieced together, it’s possible they might have headed back to the bar to tell Reed what they saw. So we should prepare for resistance.” 
 
    Rosaline nodded. “Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “Good way of putting it.” 
 
    ”My sister Olivia and I… that was always our motto. I was in charge of the first half,” she said, smiling, “and Liv took the second.” 
 
    ”Your optimism isn’t a family trait?” 
 
    ”Not at all,” she laughed, eyes sparkling. “Olivia’s the most pessimistic person you’ll ever meet—though of course she calls herself a realist. David’s usually too busy staring at the sky to think about the future at all. And my father…” She hesitated, and he saw a shadow cross her face again. Something achingly familiar about that expression. Something that resonated with his own relationship with his father. He reached out to take her hand again, and her eyes flicked up to meet him, clearly surprised—and touched—by the gesture. “My father’s difficult,” she admitted. 
 
    ”I know what that’s like,” he said softly. They smiled at each other for a moment—then Rosaline took a deep breath. 
 
    ”Plenty of time for family history later. I think we better get going. Oh! Do you still have the files?” Noah pulled them out of his pocket. “Good. We’ll need to get the other women’s collars off, too. Especially if we’re going to need firepower to get us out of there…” 
 
    ”You think they’ll fight?” Noah asked, surprised. Not that he’d met the women in the cells, but somehow he’d assumed they’d just want to escape. But Rosaline was laughing. 
 
    ”I think it’d be hard to stop them fighting,” she said with a savage grin. Not for the first time, Noah was acutely grateful that she wasn’t his enemy.  
 
    ”Let’s get going,” he said, rising to his feet and dropping a few notes on the table to pay for the meal.  
 
    She followed him out to the street, and they hailed a cab. His heart was already starting to pick up, his body itching with readiness to fight. Some part of him had needed this deeply, he realized as Rosaline took his hand in hers. Some part of him, buried deep underneath the survival impulse, had hated his job for a long time—had hated Reed, hated the things he did, the company he kept, the awful things he allowed to go on. Kidnapping the shifter women wasn’t an outlier—but he was fiercely grateful, in a strange way, that it had been enough to wake him up to the monster he was working for. Or had that been Rosaline, he thought, glancing down at her? Either way—it was time to right these wrongs. It was time to destroy Reed’s empire, once and for all. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon by the time the cab pulled up a few blocks away from Metamorphosis, where Noah had suggested the driver drop them. No sense getting seen before they’d even had a chance to attack the place. They moved into the trees behind the bar where it was quiet. 
 
    ”Well? Let’s go,” Rosaline said impatiently, her eyes on the bar’s door. But Noah had been thinking about this. 
 
    ”I think we should wait until nightfall,” he said in a low voice. “That way, if we need to, we can fly away without worrying about being spotted by humans.” 
 
    Rosaline made a frustrated sound in her throat, her eyes still fixed on the bar. He could tell she was itching to barge in there, to rescue the women who were still trapped… it was maddening, how close they were. He took a deep breath. “Tell you what. Why don’t I go in and do some recon? Check the place out, see who’s still there, make sure Reed hasn’t moved the prisoners.” 
 
    ”Are you sure that’s safe? What if Reed’s figured out you’re helping me?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t think the wolves would’ve gotten word back to him yet. And I’m not sure they even saw me in the first place.” That had been worrying at him, but he tried to put that worry aside for Rosaline’s sake. She nodded, jaw tight. 
 
    ”I wish I could come with you.” 
 
    ”It’s okay,” he reassured her. “I’ll just be a few minutes. Head in, see what’s going on, check on the prisoners then come back. Hey, if I can get hold of the keys to their doors, maybe I can break them out that way.”  
 
    ”I don’t know why Reed gave you the key to my room but not the others,” Rosaline grumbled. “But I have to admit, I’d kind of prefer to break them out by force. Call it closure.” 
 
    ”I’m glad you’re on my side,” Noah murmured, unable to resist caressing the side of her face. She smiled, reaching up to kiss him. He kissed her back, but before he could get too distracted, he headed for the bar, glancing back to make sure Rosaline was hidden among the trees. 
 
    It felt so strange, heading into the all-too-familiar bar. Nothing had changed in the old place—but so much had changed in him that it was almost like stepping into a new building. He glanced up at the bar out of habit, but old Rory wasn’t there. It made the place feel empty, hollow, and he felt a prickle of unease. Where was the old wolf? Surely Reed hadn’t forced him out to go hunting for Rosaline? Noah couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen the guy anywhere but behind the bar. 
 
    A mystery for another time, he decided, moving through the quiet space. True to his word, Reed had closed up—there had been signs on the door proclaiming that the bar was closed for maintenance. There’d be some disappointed clientele, that was for sure, Noah thought with some amusement. Reed must really want Rosaline back. Well, he’d get her back, alright—all twenty feet of scales and claws and furious green eyes. As much as Noah was worried about her getting hurt in the battle, part of him was secretly looking forward to seeing her in all her glory. 
 
    Reed’s office was empty when he reached it. Despite his determination to destroy the man, he still felt a curious pang of worry before he stepped through the door, the old feeling of being somewhere he wasn’t allowed to be. Reed had always been very strict about who could and couldn’t be in his office. Well, Noah had broken a lot more rules than that one, he told himself, moving quickly across to Reed’s ornate desk. The keys would be in the drawer, he knew, the drawer that locked… but he knew the mechanism wasn’t especially advanced. There was a chance he could jimmy it open with his credit card.  
 
    Sure enough, a few minutes of careful fiddling and the drawer clicked open. There was the keyring, with all five keys to the rooms downstairs. He took a deep breath as he scooped them up. Could it really be this easy? Was he about to free the prisoners without even encountering a single enemy? 
 
    ”Hello, Noah.” 
 
    Noah’s heart sank to his toes as he felt the old fight-or-flight response to that voice. Reed was standing in the doorway, his blue eyes fixed on Noah. Impossible to tell how long he’d been there—but Noah could tell from his expression alone that he wasn’t happy.  
 
    ”I headed to the bar after a very interesting phone call from a couple of my trusted employees,” Reed said levelly, not moving from the doorway. “They were searching for our escaped guest uptown, and they were advised that a woman matching her description had checked into a certain motel. And you wouldn’t believe the crazy thing they saw while they searched for her. A dragon.” 
 
    ”Reed—” 
 
    ”A dragon with green scales, with the woman riding it like a horse. Imagine my surprise. Because I don’t know many dragons. Do you?” 
 
    There was no point trying to hide any more. Noah straightened up to his full height for what felt like the first time in front of Reed. “What you were doing with those women is monstrous, Reed. I won’t apologize for stopping you.” 
 
    Reed narrowed his eyes. “So you admit it. You admit to breaking my trust—to betraying me. After all I’ve done for you. After I saved your life—took you in when you were nothing but a shell of a person, all but destroyed by that hideous family of yours—“ 
 
    ”You didn’t save me at all,” Noah snapped, his chest burning as he took a step across Reed’s office. “You just took advantage of how badly my family messed me up. Used me as a weapon.” 
 
    ”That’s all you were good for,” Reed hissed, and Noah saw something dark and ugly flare to life in his eyes—something he’d only seen glimpses of. “That’s all any dragon is good for. You proved it when you betrayed me. And that bitch of yours proved it when she broke out and left her friends behind.” 
 
    Noah felt rage swim across his vision—the magic surged in him, ready to transform his body, heedless of the close confines of the office. But Reed’s voice cracked like a whip. 
 
    ”Don’t even think about it. I’ve always wanted to know how dragons deal with gunshot wounds.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes widened. There in Reed’s hand was a gun—sleek, silver, and deadly. Reed gestured with it, and Noah raised his hands reluctantly. Reed gestured him out into the main bar, and Noah ground his teeth, trying to think quickly.  
 
    “Don’t think you’ve got me outnumbered, either,” Reed said in a low voice. “I’ve called everyone back in. They’re headed this way. I knew you’d come back to steal away the rest of my collection. Where’s the other dragon? Hiding outside in the forest like a coward?” 
 
    ”No,” Noah said quickly. “She’s long gone. Back home to Colorado.” 
 
    ”Don’t you try to lie to me,” Reed snarled, and Noah saw his hand tighten spasmodically on the gun. He braced himself for the gunshot—but the man steadied himself, taking a few breaths. “I know she’s out there. Come in!” 
 
    The door that led to the rest of the bar opened, and Noah’s heart sank as the staff of the bar began to troop in. So much for their hope that the shifters would still be out looking for Rosaline—it looked like the full complement had come back home. Noah stared around the room, looking at the shifters who had been his friends and coworkers. They stared back, a mixture of expressions on their faces… pity, anger, worry. How many of them would fight him, he wondered dizzily. How many of them would be willing to kill him if Reed told them to? He thought of his own life as one of Reed’s men. If someone had betrayed Reed the way he had… he wouldn’t have hesitated to bring them down. 
 
    Noah gritted his teeth, ready for the worst. 
 
    ”This is a useful learning opportunity you’ve given us, Noah,” Reed was saying, raising his voice to be heard by everyone in the room. “I should be thanking you. Now everyone will know what happens when you betray me.” 
 
    ”This man is holding the women downstairs prisoner,” Noah said, feeling frustration surge in him. “As sex slaves. The collars on their necks aren’t jewelry, they stop them shifting—“ 
 
    ”Quiet,” Reed snarled. “Don’t listen to him. He’s just trying to save his own life.” 
 
    ”I’m telling the truth—” Noah started, but Reed cocked the pistol in his hand and he fell silent. He’d be no good to Rosaline if he got shot. Shifters were tougher than a regular human, it was true—but he still didn’t like his chances of surviving a gunshot at close quarters. But Reed was raising the gun, and he felt his heartbeat accelerating, panic surging. Was he going to shoot him, right here and right now, to make a point to the staff? It wouldn’t be out of character for him. Noah looked around at his workmates, desperate—saw a mixture of expressions of regret and grief. But nobody came to his rescue. Nobody stood up to Reed. Could he blame them? He’d spent a decade in the man’s thrall—it had taken Rosaline to break him out of it. God, he hoped that she’d be okay, at least. 
 
    And as his heart filled with love for her, there was a sudden, almighty crunching sound of a door being forcibly ripped off its hinges behind him. He saw Reed’s face contort with fury and spun around, hardly daring to hope— 
 
    There, in what remained of the doorway, was an enormous dragon. Much bigger than him and his family, and covered in metallic scales that shone and glittered as they caught the light. She was sleek, powerful, clearly built to be aerodynamic… and her bright green eyes glittered in her enormous head as her neck snaked into the building. She opened her great jaws and roared—and just like that, the room erupted in chaos. Noah heard Reed’s gun go off, felt something glance past his shoulder, but he couldn’t care. All the shifters were transforming—the room was suddenly full of wolves, panthers, bears—and Reed was retreating, screaming above the noise that anyone who could kill one of the dragons would be rewarded beyond their wildest dreams. Rosaline roared again, and he saw one of her forelegs lash out, the wicked, curved talons tearing a huge chunk out of the wall to give her more space to maneuver. 
 
    They were outnumbered, true—but nobody in that room had ever fought two dragons before. The magic surged through Noah, and this time, he didn’t try to hold it back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    The minute Rosaline saw Noah close the door to the bar behind him, she felt bad. There was something wrong, she could just feel it in her bones. It was far too easy to assume that they could just sneak in and break the women out. Surely, someone as powerful and successful as Reed wouldn’t let that happen. She waited, hoping Noah would come bursting through the door any minute with the other shifter women behind him... but part of her knew that wasn’t going to happen. Her heart beat faster and faster as the time crept on, her hands tingling, frustration pooling in her stomach.  
 
    Finally, she couldn’t take any more. She knew it was reckless, knew it wasn’t what they’d talked about, knew it was the wrong move… not to mention it was broad daylight. But some combination of adrenalin, of worry about Noah, and some kind of sixth sense that was urging her to do something right now, all welled up in her chest at once… and before she knew it, the magic was surging through her body, running down her arms and legs, replacing her skin and clothing with scintillating metallic scales. Her hand flew towards her throat in memory of the collar that had stopped her doing this for so long—but the collar was long gone, and all that was left was her, her power, her true form coming through. It felt unbelievably good as her wings spread behind her, her body growing long and powerful, her wickedly sharp talons slicing into the grass beneath her. 
 
    Well, no sense in being polite now. She charged the door, resisting the urge to roar just yet—and when she reached it, it was the work of a moment to simply raise one set of talons and tear it from its hinges. The door crumpled satisfyingly, almost like paper, and she dealt it a few more savage blows for good measure, clearing enough space for her to force her considerable bulk into the building. To her horror, she saw several dozen shifters—and Reed at the front of them, pointing a gun at Noah. She roared, and chaos broke loose. 
 
    Within seconds, there were wolves all over her, darting and snarling as they tore at her. But these wolves weren’t a pack—she could tell they weren’t working together by the way they kept attacking her separately, and it was easy to bat them away. Why weren’t they communicating with one another, she wondered in surprise? Noah had told her that Reed didn’t approve of his employees forming strong friendships—was it possible that he’d prevented these wolves from forming bonds close enough to co-operate in fights? Frightened that they might rise up against him, perhaps? That would make sense. New fury rose in her. As the other shifters attacked her, she found herself keeping her talons turned with the sharp side facing in. As angry as she was about her captivity, she couldn’t help but realize that her attackers weren’t who she was angry with. They were Reed’s employees—in a strange way, they were his prisoners too. 
 
    Noah had shifted forms, too—she saw the green dragon tearing through the room. It was amazing how agile he was—he was able to leap from the floor to the walls, digging in with his talons, his whole body blurring as he moved. She realized he was bleeding—there were a handful of panthers digging into him with their talons, and she roared in frustration, unable to reach him from where she was held down by the shifters attacking her. Rosaline faced down an eight-foot-tall bear, baring her sharp teeth at it. A couple of panthers flanked her, their bodies low to the ground—she tried to keep all of her attackers in her peripheral vision, but panic was rising. They were outnumbered—they were so sorely outnumbered—and she couldn’t fight properly, not indoors like this. Her main advantage had always been her ability to lift off into the air, and she couldn’t do that in here.  
 
    She could see that Noah was being held down, too. They’d pulled him off the wall by force—a bear was delivering savage blows to his belly, and two panthers were wrapped around his neck. She knew his scales were tough, but there was blood running freely down his body, and she roared, desperate to go to him, to pull his enemies off him—but she couldn’t move under the pressure of the shifters who were attacking her. She roared again in frustration and fear, flinging a wolf off her back with some difficulty, feeling jaws snapping at her underbelly, bursts of pain registering as the little wounds they were inflicting with each attack began to add up.  
 
    And across the room, Reed was watching them, laughing. She stared at him, so full of loathing she could barely breathe. Was this how it was going to end for her? If she was going to die, at least she’d go out fighting. But that was cold comfort.  
 
    Why are you fighting for a man who hates you?  
 
    That was Noah’s voice, she realized with a shock—using the telepathy that dragons were all capable of in their true bodies, he was addressing the shifters in the room, leaving Reed out of the conversation. 
 
    He doesn’t see us as equals. His fascination with us isn’t admiration—he sees us as animals he can domesticate and use for his own purposes. Attack dogs to set on his enemies. Is that all you want to be?  
 
    The bear Rosaline was fighting hesitated—she used the advantage to throw off a wolf that was on her back, trying to sink its jaws into her wing joints. It felt like she was under less pressure, suddenly—as though a few of her attackers had disengaged. Could what Noah had said be affecting them? Could they turn Reed’s forces back? No, she realized grimly as another panther sprang onto her neck. Even if a few of the shifters had disengaged, Reed still had plenty on his side. The bear she was facing roared and swiped at her, though she could still see the hesitation in its eyes. Despair rose up in her like a flood. How were they going to do this?  
 
    There was sunlight pouring into the room from the hole she’d torn in the wall—something drew her attention to it. A shadow, passing over it. Clouds? It had been such a clear day outside. But then, a sound reached her ears that she barely believed. The brassy trumpet of a dragon. A familiar sound. Too familiar. She must have lost more blood than she’d thought—was she really hallucinating, hearing her sister’s roar? 
 
    The bear she was facing roared again—but this time it was a sound of fear. The creature stumbled away, beating a hasty retreat, and she heard Reed screaming in rage. Hardly daring to believe her eyes, she turned to the hole in the wall. There, gleaming in the light—a pair of huge green eyes. 
 
    Olivia? 
 
    What sort of a mess have you gotten yourself into now? 
 
    With her sister at her side, suddenly the other shifters weren’t so keen on attacking them. Facing two dragons was one thing—but three? And a fourth on the way—Rosaline roared in triumph as she saw another green-eyed dragon outside the bar. Her brother. She’d known they’d come for her… but how had they figured out where she was? 
 
    There’d be time for that later. For now, they still had Reed to deal with. Roaring and snapping at the last few shifters who dared to keep challenging her and her sisters, Rosaline realized that Reed and Noah were facing off. The man was staring into the dragon’s eyes, the gun in his hand shaking a little as he pointed it right at Noah’s head. Rosaline’s heart sank. Dragon scales were tough, but were they bulletproof? 
 
    ”You’re no better than your father,” Rosaline heard Reel snarl, his voice deliberately goading. She knew that was a targeted remark—knew how sensitive Noah was about his family, his background. “I’d be doing the world a favor to put you out of your misery.” 
 
    Noah was frozen to the spot—Rosaline could see him. And as she watched, to her shock, he shifted forms with that shocking speed he had. Within seconds, a man stood where the dragon had been, breathing hard, blood running from the copious wounds on his body. Rosaline wanted to charge across the room to him, but she knew Reed would shoot him dead before she could even get halfway. She watched, powerless, her heart pounding as the man she loved faced down the barrel of a gun. 
 
    ”Just let the women go,” Noah said, his voice low. “That’s all you have to do, Reed. We’ll leave you in peace.” 
 
    ”If you think I’m letting you leave here alive after the damage you’ve done, you’re even more stupid than the average shifter,” Reed snarled, cocking the gun.  
 
    There was a sudden blur of motion from the bar. Something flew past Reed—the man uttered a shout as the gun was yanked from his hand. Rosaline’s eyes widened. An old wolf, its black fur laced through with gray, was making a break for it across the bar, the gun clenched in its jaws. It hesitated as it came closer to Rosaline—she stepped out of its way. It lowered its head to her, silver eyes bright—then turned and ran from the bar. 
 
    ”It’s over, Reed,” Noah said in a low voice. But Reed wasn’t having any of that. Shaking with rage, he hurled himself at Noah, fists clenched. Noah fell back, grunting with surprise—and pain. Reed was a dirty fighter, targeting the wounds in Noah’s body. Noah covered his face with his hands, crouching a little in an automatic defensive posture that made it harder for Reed to strike him—but then Rosaline saw him straighten, his eyes blazing with new strength. 
 
    He drew back his fist and drove it straight into Reed’s jaw. There was an audible gasp from the shifters in the room as Reed stumbled backwards and fell onto the bar. His head connected with the marble countertop with a sickening crunch. 
 
    Rosaline shifted forms, heedless of the wolves and panthers that still stood around her. She needed her hands, needed her arms. Noah was standing, clearly shell-shocked, staring down at the splash of blood on his knuckles. She reached his side, reached out to touch him. 
 
    Noah’s gaze fixed on Reed, who was lying motionless on the sticky floor of the bar, blood pooling around his head where it had struck the floor and his glassy blue eyes open and lifeless.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” That was Olivia’s voice—cold, impassionate, level. Always a cool head in a crisis, her sister. But Rosaline shook her head. 
 
    ”Liv, no. There are more prisoners downstairs. This guy—“ she tore her eyes away from Reed after she gestured to him, “he was collecting us. Shifter virgins, he said.” 
 
    Disgust flared on Olivia’s face, and she looked up at Noah. “You. You know this place?” 
 
    Noah was staring down at Olivia in shock, and Rosaline remembered belatedly how similar she and her sister looked. It must be confronting, seeing a long-haired version of Rosaline standing in front of him, demanding answers. 
 
    ”Yeah,” he said, seeming to shake himself awake. “Right. The keys—” He reached into his pocket with shaking hands and withdrew a keyring. “Fourth basement.” 
 
    ”Am I going to have any trouble from any of you?” Olivia demanded, glaring around the room. But there weren’t many of Reed’s staff left. They must have been slipping away for almost the whole fight—as Rosaline looked around the room, she saw a wolf sidling out through the door. A part of her was angry that they’d face no consequences for hurting her and Noah… but on the other hand, she was glad they were free of Reed. Hopefully, the other shifters would make something better of themselves now. 
 
    ”Rory,” Noah murmured, staring at the hole in the wall. “He saved my life. I didn’t think he had it in him.” 
 
    “The human police are going to be here soon,” came an unfamiliar voice. Rosaline looked up, tensing for a fight—a panther, the light in his eyes still bright with how recently he’d shifted forms. “Hope you’ve all got a safe place to get to.” 
 
    ”Pete—” 
 
    ”I’ll cover for you. Half the force are buddies of mine, Noah, no sweat. Get the girls and go. And thank you,” the panther added, looking around at them intently. “It’s not just the shifters in those cells you’ve freed today. I owe you a debt.” 
 
    ”They can come home to Colorado with us,” Olivia said. “But we’ve got to move fast.” 
 
    Half an hour later, they were all assembled in the trees behind the bar. Olivia was shifting from foot to foot impatiently—they could hear sirens in the distance, and though Noah said he trusted Pete to handle it, Rosaline didn’t want to be here when the police arrived. She’d spent enough of the last few days in a cell—she didn’t want to be imprisoned for destroying the bar on top of it. But despite her agitation, she was full of joy to see her friends again. All four of the women had hugged her at once when they’d gotten to the top of the stairs, their faces full of joy. Unharmed, all four of them, thank God—though apparently, Reed had had a long conversation with all four of them about whether they knew anything about Rosaline’s whereabouts.  
 
    Noah was still bleeding from several wounds—Rosaline had done her best to patch him up with a first-aid kit that was kept in the bar, but she didn’t trust him to shift back into his dragon form until his human body had had time to do some healing. Besides, he’d said himself that he wasn’t built for long distance—it would be safer to carry him in his human form. David kept giving them both curious looks—he’d stayed in his dragon form, but she could read the expression on his face regardless. She supposed there’d have to be a big conversation when they got back to Colorado, but for the time being she hoped both of her siblings would leave the topic alone. Olivia, at least, was much too distracted by the women they’d rescued and her outrage at what Reed had been doing to pay much attention to the relationship between Noah and Rosaline. 
 
    By the time they’d assembled, the sun was low in the sky, and though Rosaline was impatient to get home, Olivia insisted on waiting until the sun set and dark had claimed the land properly.  
 
    ”Well, how did you get here?” Rosaline wanted to know, tilting her head. “Did you fly in broad daylight, or did you come in late last night?” 
 
    Olivia stared at her, almost looking offended. “Last night? Ros, I took off ten minutes after we came back from getting tea and found you missing.” 
 
    A lump rose to Rosaline’s throat. Sometimes she forgot how much Olivia cared for her—the woman was always so withdrawn when it came to expressing affection. But she was there when it counted. Rosaline was frightened to think what would have happened if Olivia and David hadn’t turned up when they did—how the fight would have ended without sorely-needed backup at just the right time. 
 
    ”How did you find me?” she asked, feeling Noah look up with curiosity as well. After all, he’d driven her across the country—he’d know he hadn’t left any trace of where she’d been. Olivia shrugged. 
 
    ”I always know where you are.” She put the flat of her hand against her chest, over where her heart was. “It’s like a pull. I knew you needed me. Just had to follow it.” 
 
    Rosaline felt tears spring to her eyes. She pulled her sister into a bruising hug, burying her face in her soft blonde hair and squeezing her tightly. Olivia didn’t resist much, which was as about as physically affectionate as she ever got—when they broke apart, Rosaline dashed tears away from her face. 
 
    ”Thank you.” 
 
    ”You don’t have to thank me,” Olivia said blankly. “You’re my sister. I’d fight a thousand creepy old humans to keep you safe.” 
 
    ”Speaking of,” Rosaline said, frowning. “We’re going to have to talk to dad about this guy. He knew him. It’s why he took me—well, that and because he wanted to collect shifters like stamps or something.” 
 
    Olivia sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Great. Like it wasn’t already going to be a tricky conversation, bringing five strangers home with us. No offense,” she added, flicking her eyes towards Noah, who shrugged. Rosaline hadn’t brought up the details of their relationship—not just yet. There was so much else to be dealt with. Besides, she was a little embarrassed about having fallen for her captor. Obviously, it was much more complicated than that… but for now, she was going to keep it to herself. But she did squeeze Noah’s hand in hers before she stepped away from him, finding enough space to shift form. Olivia was doing the same. God, it felt good to be standing beside her siblings again—the three of them lined up, now that it was dark enough to fly safely. 
 
    Noah and Daisy rode with Rosaline, Abigail and Jackie with Olivia, and Carol with David. The panther didn’t like heights, she’d mentioned—Rosaline could see how tightly she was gripping David’s neck where she sat astride his back. Of the three of them, David was the smoothest in the air—she hoped the trip wouldn’t be too uncomfortable for Carol, especially after what she’d been through. 
 
    Head for my place, David instructed them all as he lowered his body, ready to spring into the air. We’ve got space for everyone to stay—and it’ll be easier to talk to William on neutral ground. 
 
    And so they lifted off, soaring up into the dark sky. There was considerable cloud cover, which was convenient—it made the night darker, and gave them something to hide their bodies in as they flew. Rosaline couldn’t shake the feeling that they were living on borrowed time, though. Sooner or later, a human was going to be looking into the sky with a camera at the wrong time, and the existence of shifters was going to come out. There had to be more humans like Reed out there—humans who’d found out about shifters. She just hoped that there were more humans like Lisa, their queen. If not… well, it wasn’t as though the shifter community, in general, was any stranger to wars. But the idea of going to war with all of humanity, that was an unsettling one.  
 
    She tried to shake those thoughts off as she flew. It was all pointless speculation—she had a suspicion her mind was just trying to distract her from the confrontation that was coming. Not only was she going to have to try to find out from her father just what the nature of his relationship with Reed had been… she was also going to have to explain who Noah was. And that made her deeply anxious. What if William didn’t want to keep the other dragon around? After all, he was different to them—not to mention the fact that he’d technically kidnapped her. He might try to send him away. The very idea of it made her heart ache—and as it did, she realized with a shock that she’d go with him. Whatever happened, she needed Noah to stay at her side. 
 
    She could feel the weight of him on her back, the reassuring feeling of his hands on her neck, and she pushed her worry down. First things first was to get back home. 
 
    They could face whatever was waiting there together. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Noah 
 
      
 
    Rosaline was worried. Noah could tell, even though she was doing her best to hide it. Even in the air, she was oddly quiet—though she occasionally reached out to him telepathically to check in on how he was doing, he could tell she was distracted. But he didn’t want to pry… and at any rate, he had his own fair share of worries to work through. Sitting on her back as they flew through the cold night air was the first time he’d had to properly think through what had happened back there at the bar. It all still felt like a hyper-realistic dream. Had he really fought all his old co-workers? Had he actually stood up to Reed… or was he about to wake up in his old bed, ready to head in to work for his next shift? 
 
    Well, there was one sign he wasn’t dreaming. His body was aching furiously. Shifters healed a lot faster than humans, but still, the collection of wounds he’d gathered in both his dragon and human shapes were giving him pause. It wasn’t as though he was any stranger to injuries—especially given his upbringing—but still, the pain made it very clear that he was wide awake. The whole night had definitely happened. And he was going to have to face up to it. His whole life, he’d hidden from traumatic memories—tried to bury them or suppress them, pretend they hadn’t happened, or that they didn’t matter. But this mattered. He’d stood up to Reed. He’d hit him hard enough to knock him over… and that had been enough to kill him. He’d have to live with that knowledge. Even though he’d acted in self-defense, even though he hadn’t intended to kill him… he had. 
 
    And the matter was complicated by the fact that Reed’s death had done a lot of good. Not only had it freed the shifter women he’d been keeping prisoner, in another sense it had freed all his employees. They weren’t all bad guys—not really. Most of them were like Noah, stuck in the only job they could find, too scared to find a different life. Maybe now they could. He wondered where Rory was going to end up. The old wolf had really come through for him in the end, there. He wished he’d been able to thank him before he’d run off… but he’d felt the old wolf’s mind brush reassuringly against his in thanks, and in farewell. He supposed that would have to do. 
 
    And now he was heading for a whole new place. He thought back to the trip he’d made—it was barely a week ago, even though it felt like forever. The first time he’d laid eyes on Rosaline in that beautiful place, among the trees and birdsong, her green eyes curious as she looked up at the stranger… they’d come such a long way from that day. And where were they going to go next? He knew that wherever he ended up, he wanted her to be at his side. He could only hope and pray that she felt the same… that she truly was his mate, like the Oracle had said.  
 
    It was dawn when they reached Colorado. Noah was amazed by the stamina of the dragons—they barely seemed tired at all as they flew, their enormous wings catching the wind as the sun crept above the horizon. For him, a dragon who could only stay airborne for short bursts, it was unthinkable to stay up for this long. But he supposed the way he swam underwater was comparable to these kinds of long journeys by air. The three dragons glided in and landed outside the cabin he vaguely remembered Rosaline had been sitting near when he’d first met her, and they set about helping the other shifter women down from the dragons’ backs.  
 
    ”Look, I’ve had worse trips,” Carol was saying—the panther woman looked a little pale after her long flight, but relatively intact. There was a blue-eyed woman on the porch of the little cabin who ran to Rosaline’s brother and embraced him when he shifted back into his human form, and Noah realized she was his mate. 
 
    There was a mess of introductions as they were all brought inside the house—he heard David explaining the whole story to Quinn as Rosaline and Olivia set about introducing her to the four shifter women, and to Noah, who was starting to feel like an intruder, somehow. But before long Quinn had started cooking an enormous breakfast for them all, and by the time they were all seated around a beautiful wooden dining table, he felt more comfortable. The food helped—he realized it had been almost a whole day since the meal he’d shared with Rosaline back in Florida. But what really helped was the feeling of Rosaline’s hand resting reassuringly on his knee. She’d made sure to seat him next to her at the table, and gratitude beat in his heart like a drum. 
 
    “You’re obviously welcome to stay with us for as long as you need,” Quinn told them all, her gray eyes serious. “Or we can help you get home. What do you think you’ll do?” 
 
    ”My pack’s going to be beside themselves,” Jackie was saying. The yellow-eyed coyote had been smiling nonstop since they’d gotten her out of her room—she’d given Noah a thoroughly distrustful look, but Rosaline had vouched for him, and she seemed to have mellowed a little. “When that bastard picked me up, we were in Jacksonville.” 
 
    ”We’ll take you back down there as soon as you’re rested,” David promised. “And you two?” 
 
    Abigail shrugged, her silver eyes thoughtful. “My pack was headed north when I was taken. They wouldn’t have stayed in Florida for long. I’ll search for them along the east coast. Won’t take long.” 
 
    ”I might stay in Colorado,” Carol said thoughtfully. The panther stretched lazily, a smile dancing on her face. “Florida was only home out of convenience, and I’ve rather lost my taste for it. I’m sure there’s a decent fight scene in Denver. Besides, I’ve got friends in the area,” she added, giving Rosaline a wink. “What about you, Daisy?” 
 
    ”I don’t really know.” The bear looked worried, twisting her fork in her hands as she picked at her food. “I don’t really belong anywhere.” 
 
    ”Come with me,” Carol said immediately, and the look of delighted surprise on the bear’s face made Noah smile. “We can share a two-bedroom or something.” 
 
    ”Are you sure?” 
 
    ”Sure I’m sure. Can’t go from having four roommates to having none, now can I?” 
 
    They finished their meal, talking and laughing, but it wasn’t long before exhaustion started setting in. Quinn ushered the shifter women into the guest bedrooms she’d prepared for them, apologizing that they’d have to share. When she looked at Noah, though, she hesitated. 
 
    ”And Noah? Will you—” 
 
    ”He’ll stay with me,” Rosaline said swiftly, and Quinn nodded, a look of carefully disguised happiness on her face.  
 
    ”Ah. I thought that might be the case.” 
 
    ”What?” Rosaline was blushing, and Noah fought the urge to laugh. Across the table, David met his eyes—the quiet dragon looked at him impassively for a moment, then winked. A wave of gratitude washed over him. They didn’t hate him for kidnapping their sister. There was hope here. There might be a future where he got to stay around—where he made friends with these dragons, even. There was something dizzying about that that made him blink a few times, steady himself on the table. Chalk it up to sleep deprivation. 
 
    Rosaline caught him yawning and shooed him out onto the porch, where she shifted form and crouched for him to get onto her neck. He waved his hands, feeling embarrassed. 
 
    ”I can fly, you know.” 
 
    I know you can. But you shouldn’t, because you’re exhausted, and still injured, so get on my back and stop trying to be a tough guy, okay? 
 
    He couldn’t help but laugh at that, giving her a mock salute as he climbed aboard her neck. 
 
    ”The way you fly feels so different,” he called to her over the rushing wind, and he felt her rumble inquisitively. 
 
    Different how? 
 
    ”Slower. Steadier.” 
 
    Oh, you think you could beat me in a race, do you? 
 
    ”No, I know I could beat you in a race.” 
 
    You’d take out the sprint, maybe. But I’d win the marathon. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll give you that,” he chuckled. It wasn’t long before she’d landed on a rocky ledge at the other end of the valley. He hopped off her neck and peeked over the edge, feeling disconcerted by the height—the rock dropped away, sheer down to the floor of the valley, where a river tumbled down from the upper section where two mountains came together. From a distance, it was hard to make out, but up close he could see dozens of caves carved into the stone, other ledges just like this one.  
 
    ”This is home,” Rosaline said simply, gesturing. 
 
    ”There’s a dragon in every single one of those caves?” 
 
    ”There used to be. Not so much anymore. I think at least half of them are empty. Oh, and it’s not just dragons. Wolves, too. And a bear.” She smiled, then took his hand in hers. “Ready?”  
 
    ”Yeah.” 
 
    ”My father’s—difficult, I’ll warn you. He says a lot of stuff he doesn’t mean, he gets angry and loses control of himself. It’s… difficult.” She was frowning, and he reached out to touch her face, worried about her getting too stressed. 
 
    ”Rosaline. My dad used to jump out of swamps with his talons out to make sure I was taking proper precautions. I can handle whatever this William guy has to offer.” 
 
    She nodded, but she still looked worried. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    The cave was surprisingly spacious and nicely furnished, with smooth stone walls that barely showed the claw marks from how they’d been carved out. But Noah didn’t get much time to look around. There was a man standing in the kitchen—a tall man with an older appearance, and a very familiar pair of emerald-green eyes set deep in his weathered face. Those eyes were fixed on Rosaline. 
 
    ”Who the hell is this?” 
 
    ”Dad. This is Noah. He’s a dragon I met—” 
 
    ”Not a dragon like I’ve ever seen,” the older man snapped, moving closer with narrowed eyes. “Not with eyes like that.” 
 
    ”I’m from the Everglades,” Noah explained, feeling his heart start to beat harder. He reminded himself that he’d survived both his father and Reed—he could make it through this browbeating from yet another old man. “We’re amphibious.” 
 
    ”Huh. I’ve heard of your kind. Never met one. What’s he doing here?” he added, scowling at Rosaline. She was still holding Noah’s hand, and he could feel her squeezing it for dear life. “Dad, did you even notice what happened this last week?” 
 
    William shrugged, and Noah could see a kind of furious confusion in his eyes. “What? No. Nobody tells me anything these days. It was a little quiet.” 
 
    ”Dad—I was kidnapped. On the orders of a human man who was starting a collection of shifter virgins. Noah helped rescue me. And Olivia, and David,” she added, frowning, “who’ve been away all week trying to find me—” 
 
    ”I never see them anyway, what difference would it make to me?” William snapped. “Kidnapped?” 
 
    ”A man called Reed,” Noah broke in, feeling Rosaline’s frustration rise and acting on the old impulse to calm the situation. “He said he knew you. Years and years ago.”  
 
    ”I don’t know any humans,” William snapped, but there was something in his face that made Noah think that that might not be the truth.  
 
    ”Anyway,” Rosaline said through gritted teeth. “I’m safe, thanks for asking. And Noah’s going to be staying with us for a while.” 
 
    ”Fine. Why even ask me anymore? All my children do exactly as they please.” And just like that, William had turned and left the room, his shoulders hunched bitterly around his face. Rosaline made a frustrated sound in her throat, and Noah put an arm around her. 
 
    ”He’s impossible.” 
 
    ”He’s scared,” Noah said simply—and Rosaline blinked up at him, taken aback. 
 
    ”Scared?” 
 
    ”It’s easier to be angry than vulnerable. Take it from me.” She smiled up at him—but his eyes crinkled shut as he tried and failed to fight back a yawn. 
 
    ”Come on,” she said, chuckling, leading him to her room. “Let’s get to bed.”  
 
    He peered around her room, fiercely curious about the space she inhabited. It was a pleasant space, big enough for a large, soft bed and a collection of bookcases. A door led through to a much larger space, empty—he peered through it, not understanding what it was for until he realized it must have been a sleeping space for her draconic form. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, but she laughed a little when she realized what he was looking at. 
 
    ”Yeah, I don’t sleep there much anymore,” she said, smiling softly. “This bed’s too comfortable. Come check it out.” 
 
    Noah didn’t have to be told twice. His whole body was aching, and the exhaustion was getting heavier and heavier with every minute he stood up. Climbing into Rosaline’s bed felt like climbing into a cloud—he groaned in appreciation, taking off his shirt and stretching his long limbs out towards the bottom of the bed. His bed had always been a little too short for him, back in Florida. He could feel Rosaline climbing into bed with him, too, and the soft scent of her on the pillow beside him was the last thing he was aware of before he drifted into the deepest sleep he could remember. 
 
    It felt like his body woke up before his mind did. When he became fully aware of himself, he realized that his arms were around Rosaline, his face buried in the back of her neck, their bodies pressed together as his hands roamed across her gorgeous body. He could feel her breathing hard against him, little gasps and whimpers escaping her as he touched her, caressed her, teased at the sensitive spots he’d found the other night. She was still half-asleep, too, but as she turned her drowsy face to him, he could see the desire in her half-closed eyes.  
 
    It was mostly dark in the room, but there was a lamp on the bedside table that was emitting just enough light to see her by. How long had he slept, he wondered? It didn’t matter—he didn’t want to think about that, about the rest of the world, about the past and the future and the plans they’d need to make, the difficult conversations ahead of them. All he cared about, right now, was Rosaline—the feeling of her in his arms, her body moving under his hands. When his fingers strayed lower, dancing across her thighs, he could feel the heat emanating from her sex even through her panties, feel how aroused she was, how much she wanted him. A smile broke out across his face as he kissed her neck, inhaled her sweet scent, pressed his body against hers. Though he’d pulled his shirt off before he fell asleep, he was still wearing his jeans, and his cock was starting to complain about the lack of room to expand.  
 
    Blindly, not thinking much about what he was doing, he reached down to unzip his fly and pulled his jeans down, the blankets stopping him from unclothing much more—and suddenly Rosaline had turned over to face him, her green eyes much more awake in the darkness and that wicked smile that turned him to mush dancing across her face, curving her lips upwards. She kissed him, soft and sweet, pulled his attention away from his lower body completely as she pressed herself into his arms. They broke apart after a moment, and he heard her chuckle, a soft, low sound that went straight to the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “Not a bad way to wake up,” she breathed against his skin, and he grinned his agreement—then caught his breath as she kissed his throat. A tension came into his body that wasn’t entirely pleasant. Sudden flashes of desperate fights, scuffles with his brothers, growing dizzy for lack of air as he’d been choked—and Rosaline pulled back, concern in her eyes. “You okay? You went stiff.” 
 
    ”Yeah. Just—” He hesitated. “Sensitive.”  
 
    She wasn’t buying that, he could tell. Strange—he’d always been a good liar, but Rosaline could see straight through all his dissembling. She kissed his cheek instead, her fingertips running along his chest—and he shut his eyes, enjoying the sensation. But her hands slowed as they reached the middle of his chest, where scar tissue formed unusual ridges. He opened his eyes to see the unspoken question on her face. 
 
    ”You don’t have to tell me,” she said softly, shifting her body closer to him, sharing her warmth with him. That was odd, he thought remotely—his body was trembling, just a little. “But—” 
 
    ”My father,” he said. “The day I left.” 
 
    ”Must have been some injury, to leave a scar like that.” 
 
    He nodded, not trusting himself to say much more about it. The injury had been to his draconic form, and it had almost killed him. But it hadn’t. He’d survived—he’d found his way to Reed, then found his way to Rosaline. She was the end-point of a horrific journey… and she made the whole thing worthwhile. 
 
    ”If I hadn’t left, I wouldn’t have met you,” he murmured, trying to stop his voice breaking. “That’s worth a few scars.” 
 
    That beautiful smile broke out across her face again—and then her hands were moving, and he was finding it very difficult to think of anything else at all. Somehow, everything she did drove him insane—even the way her hand rested on his hip as he kissed her made him feel like he was about to lose his mind if he didn’t have her right away. He buried his face in her throat again, kissing and biting at the sensitive areas there, not wanting to leave bruises on her soft flesh but urged on by the way she whimpered and moaned, pressing herself against him, digging her nails into the flesh of his back. His hands were under the soft T-shirt she was wearing, caressing her body, roaming across her ribcage and up to her breasts to tease and pull at her nipples—and finally, with a frustrated growl, she grabbed one of his hands and pressed it against her sex. 
 
    ”Noah,” she ground out, voice hoarse and possibly the sexiest thing he’d ever heard. “Stop torturing me.” 
 
    ”So impatient,” he rebuked her, grinning a little to take the sting out of his words. “We’ve got all night.” 
 
    She scoffed impatiently at that, so he took his time easing her panties down over her hips, feeling the wet heat of her against his hand and deliberately avoiding touching her. Her hands were clenched around his back, her nails digging into the muscles there as if to take revenge on him. Well, he supposed he deserved that. Slowly, agonizingly, he ran one hand up her right leg, taking his time, appreciating the curve and contour of the muscles there, the softness of her skin, the goosebumps that his gentle touch was causing—she shivered as he neared the top of her leg, then bit back a moan as he caressed her outer lips. 
 
    ”Noah, come on,” she said, and though she sounded like she was trying to give him an instruction, there was an undertone of desperation that made it sound much closer to begging. He teased at her body, feeling her wiggle her hips desperately under his hands, and when he finally pressed a little deeper into her sex, she moaned so loudly he covered her mouth with his other hand. How soundproof were the cave walls, anyway? Her green eyes twinkled at him, and he felt her open her mouth, drawing one of his fingers into her mouth and sucking on it, and his eyes flickered closed, completely arrested by the sensation. Her tongue was tracing idle patterns around his fingertip, and somehow it was sending lightning shooting down his body, pooling in his groin, and though he’d already been hard he found himself groaning, shifting his hips against her for more sensation, completely forgetting the teasing he’d been subjecting her to in the wake of this new feeling— 
 
    Then her hands were on his cock, and any semblance of control he still had over himself flew out of the window. He felt her guiding him to her and complied enthusiastically, pulling her into his arms and trying not to groan too loudly as he slid inside her. Thanks to his ministrations, she was unbelievably wet, and he breathed her name in her ear as he thrust himself deeply inside her. This was a different angle to the one they’d tried before—back in the hotel, what felt like a thousand years ago. Could it really have only been a few days? With the way his body was screaming at him for more contact, the weight and pressure of the desire that had built up in him, it may as well have been a year. He couldn’t have held back from her if he’d tried. 
 
    And she clearly felt the same. She was breathing hard as she rocked her hips against him, and his eyes fluttered shut as he felt her wrap one leg around him, drawing him deeper inside her still, moving against him as his whole body lit up with sensation. She gasped as he struck that place deep inside her and her whole body locked up for a second—then she renewed the shifting of her hips with new energy. He met her pace with enthusiasm, thrusting deep inside her as she pressed her hips to his, sweat breaking out on both of their bodies as the urgency of their movements grew. Noah couldn’t think of anything but her, couldn’t feel anything but her skin under his hands, her body against his, her lips pressing scorching hot kisses against his cheek, his throat, the earlier sensitivity to that touch forgotten in the mounting pressure of his desire for her. 
 
    He could feel their pace getting frantic as the climax loomed ahead of them, but a wicked impulse flickered to life in his mind, and he took hold of her hips, deliberately slowing their pace—not enough to bring them back from the edge, but enough to stop them from crashing over. Rosaline whimpered impatiently, clenching her fists on his back, and when she looked at him, her green eyes were snapping with vexation. 
 
    ”Noah—” 
 
    ”I don’t want this to end so soon,” he murmured, then kissed her hard, stilling her protests as he took control with slow, powerful thrusts. She was moaning into his mouth, her head thrown back, completely lost to the feeling of him inside her, and he could feel his heart pounding in his chest as he fought with difficulty to hold back his own desire. He held them there, moving together on the very edge of ecstasy, for as long as he could—until she was whimpering in his ear, gasping his name, alternating between begging and threats.  
 
    And finally, in part because he couldn’t bear to deny her any longer (but mostly because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold himself back) he sped up again, heard her utter a groan of relief as she met his pace. The orgasm hit him like a tidal wave. He could feel her body clenching hard around him as she came, too, burying her face in his throat to stifle the scream that was trying to rip itself free of her body, and he held her close, the aftershocks of the climax blasting through him and leaving absolute peace and clarity behind. 
 
    Still panting, barely in control of his breathing, he looked dazedly into her green eyes and spoke without having any idea of what he was going to say. But the minute he heard his own words, he knew he’d never said anything more true. 
 
    ”I love you.” 
 
    A wondering smile broke out across her face, and she pulled him into an embrace, her whole body soft and pliable in the aftermath of their lovemaking, and he heard her murmuring it back into his ear, again and again until sleep claimed them both.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Rosaline 
 
      
 
    Rosaline woke late the next morning, her whole body feeling pleasantly warm and relaxed. Noah was fast asleep—he barely stirred as she moved, though a slight frown flickered across his sleeping features as she gently extracted herself from his embrace. She smiled down at him softly, stood in the bedroom naked for longer than she’d meant to, just looking at his face. It was impossible that she’d only known him for a week, she thought dazedly, trying to put the timeline together. It already felt like they’d been together for years, decades. Was this what it felt like, to meet your soulmate? She was baffled by how easy it was. Everything she’d heard about soulmates made her feel like she wasn’t ready for that kind of intensity—but being with Noah felt like coming home after a long day. Oh, there you are. I’ve been missing you my whole life. 
 
    She dressed as quietly as she could, not wanting to wake him. In the morning light, she could see that the wounds he’d suffered in the fight had mostly healed, but he still needed plenty of rest. After all, he’d been through a lot more trauma than just the battle. From the brief glimpses of his childhood he’d shared with her, she could tell he had a lot of healing to do. Well, that was okay. They were dragons. They had nothing but time. And she’d be whatever kind of support he needed—a listening ear or a welcome distraction. After all, she thought with a grin dancing across her face, they’d certainly found a pretty distracting hobby to share. And if the explosiveness of their encounters so far was anything to go by, they’d be spending a fair bit of time on it. 
 
    If he wanted to stay with her, that was. She frowned a little, gazing down at him as he slept. He’d want to stay, right? There was nothing for him back in Florida any more. He loved her. He’d all but said she was his soulmate… and for the life of her, she couldn’t imagine that that wasn’t true. But would he want to stay here? William had been so unkind to him—he didn’t know anyone here except her… she almost wanted to wake him up to ask him. The idea of him going away was unthinkable. She’d follow him anywhere, she realized with a giddy rush. Why not? They could start a new life together elsewhere. Hell, they could go back to Florida if he wanted.  
 
    Distracted by these thoughts, she almost didn’t realize her sister was in the kitchen when she got out. Olivia gave her a sleepy smile, clearly just out of bed herself. 
 
    ”Good to have you back, big sister,” Olivia said, an uncharacteristic expression of affection on her face. She rarely acknowledged their age difference (all of three minutes, but Rosaline had often teased her about it.) “How’d you sleep?” 
 
    Rosaline fought the blush that rose to her cheeks. “Pretty good.” 
 
    ”Oh, I bet.” Olivia kept her eyes on the cup of tea she was holding as she leaned against the kitchen counter. “Hope you didn’t wear him out too much—” 
 
    ”Olivia!” 
 
    ”The walls are thinner than you’d think, that’s all,” her sister giggled, and Rosaline leaned against the fridge, mortified. 
 
    ”Seriously? You heard—” 
 
    ”Not much,” Olivia said quickly, clearly fighting back her laughter. “It wasn’t like—surround sound or anything. But you two might want to—” 
 
    ”Be quieter,” Rosaline groaned. 
 
    ”I was going to say—find your own cave.” Olivia shrugged. “There are plenty of spare ones around, right? I’m sure Alexander wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    ”Oh, god. I forgot about Alexander completely. I should probably talk to him about the five complete strangers I brought home with me, right?” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “It’s fine, babe. I talked to him yesterday.” 
 
    ”You did?” 
 
    ”Yeah. I could see you and Noah were dead on your feet, so once you’d headed back here, I went up to the palace and called an emergency council meeting, told them everything that had happened. They’re glad you’re okay,” she added. “When you went missing, we hardly stopped to let them know what had happened. But they send their best wishes.” 
 
    ”And they’re okay with everyone staying for a bit?” 
 
    ”Of course. Lisa’s super excited to meet the other women. She’s keen to meet another panther,” Olivia said with a grin. “The only other panther she knows is Amara’s mate. Alexander’s keen to talk to you both about what the shifter community was like in Florida, at some point, but he said for you to rest up first.” 
 
    Rosaline nodded, full of relief. “Thanks, Liv.” 
 
    ”What would you do without me?”  
 
    ”Get kidnapped, probably. Oh, wait…” 
 
    They giggled together for a moment—but footsteps behind them quickly sobered the mood. William stood in the doorway to his room, his face impassive. It still felt strange to see her father in his human shape. He’d been spending more time in it lately, but for most of her life, he’d refused to shift from his true form unless it was absolutely necessary. He wore the human frame strangely, like an ill-fitting coat, but it seemed to be getting a little more comfortable on him. 
 
    ”Good morning, dad.” 
 
    ”Morning, girls.” That surprised Rosaline—he rarely spoke to his daughters so casually. It felt… nice. Like something that belonged to an earlier era. She and Olivia exchanged glances.  
 
    ”Did you want some tea?” 
 
    ”I wanted to speak to you,” he said stiffly, looking mostly at Rosaline. Olivia’s eyes widened, and she moved to the kitchen table—clearly keen to stay out of the way, but not so keen that she was willing to miss what was about to happen. Rosaline appreciated her presence, regardless. Her father always made her nervous. He was unpredictable at the best of times, and who knew how he was going to react to all the changes of the last twenty-four hours? 
 
    ”What’s up, dad?” 
 
    ”About this man you met. Reed. I wasn’t entirely honest yesterday.” Why did her father look so stiff? Rosaline got the distinct impression that he’d been working on this speech all night—there was a rehearsed air to it that made her curious. She poured him a cup of tea and gestured for him to join her at the dining table. The old man opened his mouth to speak again—but before he could, Rosaline heard her bedroom door open. 
 
    Noah padded out into the kitchen, still bleary-eyed from sleep but fully dressed again. His eyes widened in surprise to see William sitting stiffly at the dining table, and he glanced worriedly at Rosaline—but William got to his feet and extended his hand to the other dragon. Noah shook William’s hand, a surprised smile on his face, clearly pleased but a little unnerved by this change of attitude. So was Rosaline, if she was honest. Her father had been almost blatantly hostile to Noah the day before. What had changed? 
 
    ”Dad, did you want to talk about this later?” she asked, not wanting him to feel pressured into speaking his mind in front of a stranger. But William shook his head, his green eyes resolute. 
 
    ”No, it’s good that Noah is here, actually. He may want to know more about the man he worked for. How much did he tell you about himself?” 
 
    Noah blinked, clearing his throat. “Not much. And of what he did say, I don’t know how much I could trust. He lied a lot. Manipulative.” 
 
    William nodded. “I taught him that, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Rosaline’s mouth dropped open, and she heard her sister gasp slightly at the kitchen table, where she was studiously pretending to be reading a book. William pressed on. 
 
    ”Maybe sixty years ago, I spent some time among humans. A strange whim. I thought I might find...” William took a deep breath. “I thought perhaps your mother... she always did like the hot weather, so I...” 
 
    Rosaline felt frozen to the spot. This was utterly unprecedented. William hadn’t mentioned the existence of her mother in what felt like years. She had disappeared when Rosaline and Olivia were still very young. David remembered her a little better than they did, but not much—all three of them had been barely older than infants. All they knew was that she’d left them without a word, without any kind of explanation as to where she was going, or why. Quinn and her father had a similar story regarding Quinn’s mother. The loss of a mate was devastating to dragons, who mated for life—it was an aberration even to outlive your soulmate. It was a big part of why Rosaline couldn’t resent her father too much for his erratic moods—he was dealing with unimaginable grief. And now, having met Noah and gotten to know what it was to spend time around your soulmate… well, she had a whole new level of appreciation for his grief.  
 
    ”You searched for her in Florida?” Rosaline prompted gently, reaching out to touch her father’s arm the way she usually did when he was getting out of control. “I remember. I remember when you went away for a few weeks when we were younger… We stayed at the Queen’s family from what I remember.” 
 
    ”Reed was a very young man,” William said, his voice sounding a little stronger now that he’d left the subject of their mother behind—and Rosaline knew better than to push that particular topic. Not now, anyway. Noah was silent beside her, his hand resting on her knee in a comforting gesture that she drew strength from. “I met him in Miami—he was working in a bar. Something about him—I don’t know. I felt he showed promise. I wasn’t in a good state,” he said. “My mood, I… you know how I get,” he added, looking straight at Rosaline with an almost unreadable expression on his face. She realized with a shock that this was as close to an apology as she’d ever gotten from him. “For some reason, I took him under my wing. Trusted him, a little.” 
 
    ”You told him about us,” Rosaline breathed. “About dragons.”  
 
    “I’m not proud,” William said abruptly. “I was—anyway, it doesn’t matter. I told him about dragons, about wolves. Bears, panthers, and coyotes he must have found on his own. I also told him that to be strong, he had to learn how to manipulate people. How to figure out what they wanted, what they needed, and make yourself the only source of that thing in their lives. I thought it was a valuable lesson, at the time. I can see now I may have created a monster. He looked up to me, I was like the father he never had. And then I left again, to come back here. He didn’t want me to leave, he fought me. Of course, he was no match for me in my dragon form. He got severely injured in the fight, but he lived. So I went back home, leaving him in a mess, taking the support and guidance I had offered him with me. He must have felt deceived and rejected. Rosaline, what happened to you was my fault.” This was the point William had been coming to—she could sense how hard it was for him to say it aloud, and she squeezed his arm in silent support. “I—should be more forthright with you. With all of you,” he added. “This is the second time one of my children has nearly come to harm as a result of my past actions. I don’t…” He took a deep breath. “I don’t want there to be a third. I want to be more—honest.” 
 
    ”Dad—” 
 
    ”It’s going to be hard for me,” he said sharply. “You understand? I’ll try, but I won’t promise to be perfect immediately—“ 
 
    ”Yes,” Rosaline said simply. “I’ve known you all my life, Dad. I know what you’re like. But I love you.” 
 
    Olivia was there, beside her, and if Rosaline hadn’t known her better, she’d have sworn she was crying. Her sister reached out to their father, put a hand on his shoulder. Rosaline couldn’t remember the last time Olivia had touched William—she could see the surprise and the gratitude in the old man’s eyes. “I love you,” she echoed Rosaline, her jaw tight. From Olivia, it almost sounded like a challenge. 
 
    William opened his mouth. Closed it again. Looked at them both for a long moment—then rose to his feet. “Thank you,” he said roughly. His eyes flicked to Noah, and he spoke in a rush, as if what he needed to say was too painful to spend any more time on than necessary. “You love my daughter. I can see that. I’m happy for you both.” And then he was gone, slamming his bedroom door behind him. Rosaline and Olivia stared at each other, taken aback by what had just happened. 
 
    ”Have you ever heard him speak for that long without shouting?” Olivia asked in a low voice, and Rosaline covered her mouth, feeling a bizarre urge to laugh. 
 
    ”Never.” She glanced down at Noah, who was looking thoughtful. “You okay?” 
 
    ”Yeah. I never knew Reed—had that in his past.” He hesitated, clearly working through his thoughts carefully. “I know what it’s like to have a father figure that—messes you up. I had no idea Reed and I had so much in common.” 
 
    “He just gave you his blessing,” Olivia said, eyes sparkling. “I don’t think he’s ever been that nice to Quinn, even, and she’s been here for months.” 
 
    “That must have been hard for him,” Noah said simply. 
 
    ”He’s learning,” Olivia breathed, her eyes full of wonder. “Ros, I swear I wouldn’t have believed it was possible, but he’s learning. I have to go tell David.” 
 
    And just like that, she was gone. Rosaline heard wingbeats from the ledge outside. But to her surprise, when she looked back at Noah, he was kneeling on the kitchen floor, gazing up at her with an incredibly serious expression on his face. 
 
    ”What are you—” 
 
    ”Humans do this. Let me. Rosaline, I’m in love with you. I think I’ve been in love with you since we met. Will you—be my mate?” 
 
    She stared down at him, a smile breaking out across her face. “I love you. Of course I will.” He grinned back at her, his hazel eyes dancing—and she laughed, grabbing his arms and yanking him to his feet to kiss him. “Humans do that? Why?” she asked curiously as they broke apart. 
 
    ”I don’t know,” he shrugged, the grin still dancing on his face. “I’ve seen it in movies.” 
 
    ”Everyone’s been telling me about movies,” Rosaline grumbled. “Guess we should watch some. After we move,” she added decisively. 
 
    ”Move?” 
 
    ”Noah, I love you. I want us to have our own space.” Her eyes glinted. “And I don’t like having to be quiet with you.”  
 
    He laughed, pulling her into his arms and lifting her effortlessly from the ground, and she buried her face in his neck, hugging him as he swung her around. It was amazing how much could change in a week—her whole life felt like it had been turned upside down. Her ever-negative sister was softening, her father was starting to try to heal his wounds, and the love of her life was standing here in the kitchen with her, holding her in his arms as they made plans for their future together.  
 
    It had been a chaotic week. But looking up into Noah’s face, Rosaline knew that even if she could have, she wouldn’t have changed a single minute of it.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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