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Dragon shifter, Emilia, has slept for hundreds of years on a bed of dragon treasure. Now she’s awake and is about to learn that the most valuable treasure is not gold or gems, but her true mate.

Betrayed by a man who claimed to love her but who was not her true mate, Emilia has slept while the centuries slipped away. The world changed but she stayed the same, until the presence of her mate, Thorn, pulled her from her ancient slumber. With Thorn’s help, she hopes to embrace her new life.

But will she ever be free when so many questions about her past remain unanswered?

Thorn Manning knows dragon shifters are real. What he doesn’t expect, is for a dragon shifter to be his mate. What’s more, a dragon shifter who is from the old world.

History is Thorn’s life. Whether reading ancient journals or finding forgotten relics, he loves bringing the past into the present for the world to enjoy. But Emilia is not something he plans to share. Ever.

She is his and he will protect her from the past, present or future. 

Together Emilia and Thorn must unravel the secrets of what really happened centuries ago, so they can create a safe future for all dragon shifters.

 

 

 


Chapter One – Thorn

Thorn stood on four paws, his bear concealed in the shadows as the dragons passed overhead. Silent, magical, born from myth and legend. Yet here they were, real—if he trusted his senses—and he did. As a shifter, his enhanced senses had gotten him out of many scrapes as he traveled the world unearthing long-forgotten relics. He lived for the excitement of finding an object lost in time. Not for money, or fame, or fortune, but for the thrill of bringing the past into the future, so that people could appreciate their ancestors and feel a link with those who had lived before.

The world they lived in today was born from the lives of the people of yesterday. Thorn understood that one day, they would all be the people of yesterday to the children of tomorrow. It was their duty to make the world richer, not in monetary terms, but in deeper values, like knowledge and hope. He wanted to expose people to the wonders of the past.

But dragons! This was something else. They weren’t a stone statue or a golden goblet. They were flesh and blood. Shimmering scales and furious fire.

Thorn was raised on stories of dragons. His distant ancestor, Peregrine Manning, had told stories of dragons as if the winged beasts really existed. These stories were passed down through the generations of Mannings. Thorn recalled them all. As a child, he’d gone to bed each night, lulled by the soft voice of his father retelling the stories his mother had told him. 

Over the centuries, Thorn’s forefathers had stopped believing in their truth and the stories had become just that, tales of make-believe. To people today, dragons were no longer real, they were spoken of as if they were myths, after all, there was no proof dragons ever walked this earth or flew across the skies.

Young Thorn Manning had also believed them to be myths. But at fifteen, he’d discovered Peregrine Manning’s diary while searching the attic of his parents’ house. The journal was a dusty old tome filled with the often-mundane life of a rich, self-serving aristocrat. Mundane, until Peregrine “Perry” Manning met a woman from a poor family with no fortune. A woman to whom he’d lost his heart and his sanity. A woman who had a secret, if Perry’s veiled words were to be believed. Contained within his writing, scrawled with his own hand, was a secret he could not keep, yet could not tell another living soul.

At first, Thorn had thought they were the words of a delusional man. A fantasy. But on his travels to the faraway places he’d visited to find exhibits for the museum, Thorn had discovered something that had made him return to Bear Creek and pull out the old journals and reread the passages about dragons.

In an ancient temple, he’d found a book that read remarkably similar to the account Perry wrote in his journal. So the journey had begun, a journey to piece together the past. Each time he ventured deep into the mountains in some remote country, Thorn had searched for pieces of dragon lore, studying ancient text and pictures, until he was sure dragons were real.

Of course, he could be as insane and deluded as Perry. But then Magnus Dumas, an artist who Perry hinted was a dragon shifter, a man who should have died centuries ago, walked into the museum asking questions about the past. Myth and legend had jumped off the page and into Thorn’s life and there was no going back. As soon as he got out of his meeting with the curator of the museum, he’d raced down to the basement and dragged the Magnus Dumas collection out into the light.

It hadn’t taken him long to unearth the painting he needed. A self-portrait of the man himself. As Thorn uncovered the oil on canvas painting, he couldn’t help but admire the unique way Dumas had of capturing the soul of a person. And something else, as he stared at the painting he knew the final connection had been made.

The same Magnus Dumas captured in the painting was the same man Thorn had met in the museum gallery. Impossible, some would say. But Thorn had seen enough on his travels to know nothing was truly impossible. Obsessed, Thorn had tracked Magnus, driven by a need to uncover the mystery of how he was still alive. Then, one night he’d gotten close enough to see Magnus shift into a mighty dragon. More than that, he’d seen another dragon, too, one with ruby red scales. How many more there were he couldn’t be sure; however, Thorn soon became certain the family Magnus lived with were all dragon shifters.

His obsession would not let up. Compelled to know everything about them, Thorn worried he was slipping into the same insanity that had gripped Perry. Something drove him to follow the dragons each night, in an attempt to pull back the veil and discover their secrets.

So here he was, high in the mountains outside of Bear Creek, spying on the dragon shifters and trying to figure out why they made a nightly trip to this same part of the mountains.

Treasure. That was his first guess. Although he could not figure out why they hadn’t moved it. In a modern world, where hikers and climbers scaled these peaks for pleasure, a bank was much safer than a cave in the mountains.

Well, if they were stupid enough to leave a dragon’s hoard in a remote cave in the mountain…

His bear shook his head and snarled.

Okay, we’re not thieves, Thorn assured him. I just want to see it.

His bear stood for a moment staring after the dragons as they flew back down the mountain. When they had disappeared from sight he turned his broad head to stare into the distance to where the dragons had landed on a high peak. This was as close as his bear had been to the place the dragons visited. To begin with, they had started their reconnaissance mission much further away, with Thorn using binoculars to watch the dragons. His bear could sense other shifters and he was certain the dragons were even more sensitive to others from their winged vantage point. Getting eaten by an ancient beast was not on his bucket list.

Slowly over the space of a week or more, they’d gotten closer and closer until they could pinpoint the exact location the dragons landed and shifted into human form. With his high-powered binoculars set on night vision, Thorn had watched Magnus and Ruby disappear inside a cave, where they stayed for several minutes or sometimes as much as half an hour. Occasionally another dragon with a rider on her back accompanied them. What did they do in there?

Sex, his bear told him bluntly. They live with Ruby’s parents and need a little privacy.

Thorn chuckled. You might be right. Who wouldn’t want to be alone with their mate on top of a mountain?

Alone, except for a pervert with binoculars. His bear’s tone was as accusatory as ever. We will not steal from them. Treasure meant nothing to his animal side. When they went in search of ancient relics for the museum, his bear was more interested in the journey than the destination or rich rewards.

I don’t intend to steal anything, Thorn reprimanded his bear. I’m not a thief, I only retrieve forgotten artifacts.

His bear harrumphed. You want me to believe that if a dragon’s treasure contained an artifact that would make your name, you wouldn’t be tempted to steal it?

Thorn contemplated for a moment as his bear checked that it was all clear and began the descent into the valley. Tonight was the night they were finally going to visit the cave. What he would do if they found treasure, Thorn wasn’t sure.

Roll in it, his bear suggested.

You’ve rolled in worse things. Thorn wrinkled his nose at the thought. Bears liked some unsavory pastimes.

And you’ve eaten worse things. His bear had a point. When he’d first started traveling, a young and naive Thorn had sampled all the local cuisine. A bout of food poisoning in India soon taught him to ask exactly what was in each mouthful of food that passed his lips.

They climbed down the side of the valley in the darkness, using their senses to navigate the rough terrain. An hour later, they climbed out the other side and began the journey along the narrow trail leading to the cave the dragon shifters were using each night.

His curiosity was piqued by their behavior. Maybe it was because exploring was his thing. Give him a treasure map and tell him to find the treasure and he was happy. Perhaps it was because his family was one of the oldest in Bear Creek, but history excited him. Not the dry history found in a textbook, but the real history found in an ancient tomb or hidden in a ruined temple.

Jogging along the trail, his excitement built. There was something here, he could feel it calling to him. The fur on his bear’s back stood on end and he shook his head, trying to figure out the cause of this new sensation. Perhaps he was gaining a sixth sense, like a radar that pinpointed treasure. That sure would save him some man-hours.

He’d lost count of the times he’d been so close to hidden relics or treasures that he could feel the weight of them in his hands, only to spend another half a day finding a hidden entrance.

Something is coming. His bear’s words yanked him back to reality. Time to focus.

Who is it?

Dragons. His bear slowed, there was something up ahead blocking the path.

What do you mean dragons? They’re coming back? Great, that was all he needed, a standoff with Magnus Dumas and Ruby, daughter of the fiercest dragon this side of the mountain. Or maybe in the world.

His bear stopped and looked up at the sky. I can’t see them.

Thorn’s heart raced. One of the dragons could easily pick him up and drop him into the valley below. When he was found, the sheriff would assume he fell to his death. Clumsy bear.

They stood still, the breeze ruffling his bear’s coat as he listened for the sound of the winged beasts. They could come from any direction. He had to be ready to fight.

But they didn’t come. There was no sight, no sound of them. Yet his bear insisted a dragon was here, somewhere close by.

The cave. Of course, it was obvious, the reason they came here each night was that one of their own was inside the cave. Damn, he hadn’t bargained on facing one of those flamethrowers. He’d get more than his fur singed if he tried to enter a cave filled with a treasure-protecting dragon.

We can’t get inside the cave anyway, his bear said. Not unless we climb over these boulders.

His bear snuffled around, picking up the fresh scent of dragon. Now his interest was more than piqued. These boulders had been put here for a reason and he sure would like to know what that reason was. What were they hiding in there?

He shifted into his human form and took a good look at the pile of stone. At least as good as he could look considering it was a dark night. He’d chosen to come here on a dark moon, so no one would see him. But like any Boy Scout, he’d come prepared.

Taking the pack off his back, he pulled a flashlight from a side-pocket and shone it over the rocks. It was tricky, but he could climb over the rocks, which were made to look like a natural landslide. They’d have to try a little harder to keep an adventurer out.

Taking an LED headlamp from the pack, he eased the elastic headband over his head. Once it was securely in place, he angled the light upwards. This thing made him look like a dork, but he needed both hands free, so the light stayed on his head.

With a grunt, he raised his foot, shod in his well-worn hiking boots, and stretched to reach the first foothold. Shifting his weight, he bounced twice then jumped, reaching for a handhold. Repeating this action, he climbed over the boulders. They were meant to discourage anyone who might hike this way from going further, but they were not enough to fend off an adventurer like Thorn. He’d dealt with much worse over the years.

Dusty but in one piece, he straddled the highest boulder which sat at the summit of the roadblock. His breath was elevated, his heart rate, too. Unusual, he must be out of practice, even though he’d only just returned from an expedition. Shrugging it off, he scanned the area, looking for trouble. All he could sense was the dragon inside the cave.

Thorn swiveled around and studied the wall of rock behind him. The dragon was close by, he could sense it. But as he climbed down and approached the cave entrance, he could see why it didn’t come out. The entrance was narrow, it looked as if there had been a landslide at some point in the past. Maybe the dragon was stuck inside, unable to shift. He placed his hand on the rough stone outside of the cave and leaned down to look inside, the light from his headlamp small and pitiful against so much darkness.

The ground beneath his feet shifted. Had he imagined it? On occasion, he’d entered a booby-trapped cave or temple to retrieve an artifact or item of value that the previous occupants didn’t want to be moved. When those occupants had been dead for several centuries, Thorn figured he was doing the world a service by bringing those items into the light and letting the current population see just how imaginative and clever their ancestors had been.

Thorn wiped the sweat from his forehead, his palms were sweaty, too, and he glanced down at them in the darkness before wiping them on his cotton combat pants. Natural fibers all the way. His love of archeology and all things ancient had led to a deep relationship with the Earth and the need to preserve it so his children and his children’s children could still experience the thrill of the wild.

Get on with it, his bear told him bluntly.

He ducked down and worked his way along the tunnel, the light of his lamp small and insignificant, especially when the tunnel ended, and he entered a large cavern. Thorn stood up, the hairs on the back of his head prickling like a case of poison ivy. Something was wrong. Something was here.

A freakin’ dragon, his bear reminded him. Remember?

It’s not that, it’s something else, Thorn replied, rubbing the back of his neck. He’d relied on his intuition enough to trust it. Right now, his intuition should be telling him to run from the dragon hidden in these caves, but instead, it was telling him to find it. And find it now.

So, when he stepped forward slowly, and his headlight shone directly onto a large pile of treasure, he didn’t even think of stopping. Really, how out of character was that?

A rumble filled the cavern, the ground beneath his feet shook, and a roar echoed through a tunnel at the rear of the cave. That was where he had to go. That was where she was.

She? What she?

He skirted the treasure, not even tempted to put one single gold coin in his pocket. Something far more valuable was waiting for him. He slowed, self-preservation battling with his need to enter the tunnel and find what was on the other side.

Thorn paused and ducked his head to look along the low tunnel leading to the next cave. A flicker of movement and a roar reached him before the whole cave lit up with a red glow.

“I guess I’ve found my dragon.” Thorn shivered with anticipation. Not fear. He was a brave, fearless adventurer, the same blood as Indiana Jones threaded its way through his veins. He lived for danger and adventure.

She’s our mate, his bear told him as if he didn’t already know.

Thorn closed his eyes, he couldn’t just walk away. Not that he would have, even if his mate wasn’t down there in a cave.

He was left with one question. Why didn’t she shift and come out? If she knew he was here and that he was her mate, why didn’t she shift into her human form and leave her cave?

Because the other dragons are keeping her prisoner, his bear answered.

But why? Thorn asked in return.

Let’s go and find out, his bear replied eagerly.

Thorn’s senses were consumed with the nearness of his mate. His soul called out to her, his heart beat for her.

Which was why his ears didn’t hear the approach of intruders. And his brain didn’t register they were there until something hard hit him around the back of the head and the lights went out.


Chapter Two – Emilia

Dazed and confused, Emilia launched herself against the invisible barrier that stopped her from reaching her mate. He was so close. She could feel his presence and recognized him for what he was, the man she was supposed to spend the rest of her life with. If only she could break free.

The force of her dragon’s attack rebounded on her and she flew backward, landing in her treasure and sending gold coins spewing up into the air like a fountain. Anger coursed through her as her dragon lay still for a moment, breathless and confused. How long had she been here? Why was she here? Who had done this to her?

Perry. She remembered him inviting her for a walk. It was a bright summer’s day when he held her hand and took her to the river where he’d arranged a picnic. All her favorite food was laid out on a blanket, sweet treats, and savory pies, more food than a poor family ate in a week.

He offered her champagne and she drank from an exquisite goblet, which was probably worth more than the cottage she had grown up in. He’d smiled at her. A sad smile filled with longing. Filled with guilt.

“Emilia.” A voice came to her. A voice she knew.

Magnus. Her dragon swung her head around and looked for her brother. There he was, she would know him anywhere, even if she could not clearly make out his features. The light he held in his hand did little to penetrate the darkness and she could not make out his expression.

Was he in on this, too? No, she would never believe it. She got up and placed one of her massive feet after another in front of her, as she moved toward him on unsteady legs.

Emilia stood as close as she dared to the barrier, not wanting to experience another shock from the forcefield surrounding her. Magnus. She could see him more clearly now and the siblings stared at each other through the invisible barrier. The face that stared back at her looked the same as she remembered, only instead of joy and excitement, his expression was filled with the same sadness and guilt that rested in her heart. Her breath left her body and she huffed at him, confused.

“Emilia. You’re awake.” His voice choked with emotion as he reached out to her, but he could not penetrate the barrier either. She was trapped.

Emilia tried to take a breath, but it was as if her throat had contracted and air could no longer reach her lungs. Did the barrier prevent air flowing in? Would she die of asphyxiation if she could not escape? Her tail swished, and her treasure spilled out across the ground.

“Emilia, calm down. We’re here, we’ll get you out.”

Why didn’t she believe his promise? Because Magnus was always such a terrible liar.

“Magnus.” A woman’s voice called to her brother and he turned away.

Do not leave me, Emilia called to him, but he could not hear. She had to shift, she had to become human again.

Her dragon closed her eyes and forced breath into her lungs. Expanding outward, she resisted the temptation to breathe fire. She had already tried that, but the barrier didn’t give, and the only result was a rise in temperature inside the dome surrounding her.

She imagined her human side, saw her smooth skin and shy eyes, felt the beat of her heart and the rise and fall of her breasts. Dragon and human were the same but different, linked together but eternally apart.

The air surrounding her shimmered and a rush of cool air hit her dragon as she faded from this world to be replaced by the curvaceous body of her human. Emilia fell to her knees, the sudden shock too much for her legs, which were stiff from lack of use. How long had she slept?

“Emilia.” Magnus was on his knees on the other side of the barrier. “Emilia, are you all right?”

Emilia lifted her head and looked at Magnus for help or an explanation. “What happened?” Her hands rested on her thighs, which were covered by the fabric of the dress she wore the day of the picnic, but the flowers had faded, and the fabric was thin and threadbare.

“I’ll explain once we get you out of here.” Magnus looked behind him to where a woman and a man were coming toward them carrying small lights in their hands. The man also wore one on his head. A wizard. Only a wizard could keep a flame on his forehead like that. But it was not a flame, it did not flicker and dance in the same way and the color was wrong. Had he conjured a small star to wear on his head?

Our mate is a wizard, Emilia told her dragon. At least he would have a love of all things magical and she truly believed her dragon was magic, born from the embers of a dying star.

She gazed at the man who approached. He looked dazed and rubbed the back of his head. “He is injured.” Her eyes darted to Magnus, who pressed his lips together tightly. “You hurt him.”

“We didn’t know he was your mate,” Magnus admitted. His speech had changed, his words no longer full and pronounced. A wave of fear overtook Emilia.

“How long have I slept?” She stepped to the side and studied her mate, who wore unfashionable clothes.

“Do you know how the barrier works?” Magnus asked, pulling her back to him. He hadn’t answered her question, which unnerved her. But he was right, the barrier was a bigger concern. All other questions could be answered afterward.

“Do you think I would still be in here if I did?” Emilia questioned her brother. Even though men expected her to be quiet and demure and need their protection, her brother knew better.

“No.” Magnus dragged his hand through his hair, which still remained long enough to brush his shoulders, while her mate’s hair was cropped shorter. Maybe he had been afflicted with lice recently and shorn it off.

Emilia’s eyes flicked irritably from Magnus to her mate and she spent a few moments appraising him. He would make a good husband and father to her children. If love blossomed between them, she would be truly blessed, but her mother had warned her that a woman often had to marry for necessity rather than for love. And a dragon’s necessity was to breed good stock.

“Hello, Emilia,” the woman who stood close to Emilia’s mate spoke.

“Who are you?” Emilia asked, sensing a closeness between her brother and this woman.

“This is Ruby, she is my mate.” Magnus smiled awkwardly as he made the introductions.

“How long?” Emilia had never seen this woman before, not in the village, or at any of the farms surrounding the town. Her eyes widened. “You are wearing pants!”

Ruby looked down at her legs and shuffled her feet. “I am.”

“Wait,” her mate began. “How long has she been asleep?”

Magnus drew a deep breath. “Our priority should be to get her out.”

“Magnus.” Emilia forced her brother to look at her. “How long?”

“Four hundred years.” He closed his eyes as shock spread across her face.

“Four hundred,” her voice was a dry whisper as if all those years had finally caught up with her, robbing her of her voice and her life. “So long.” Her fingers plucked at her dress, and the fabric fell away in small flakes like spring snow on the mountain.

“Emilia. Emilia, listen to me.” Her mate spoke, he was at the edge of the barrier, but his image swam before her eyes. Four hundred years. “Emilia,” he barked, and her eyes snapped open. “We’re going to get you out of here. Everything will be okay.”

He lifted his hand and placed it against the barrier on his side, and she did the same. If she focused on her fingers, Emilia swore she could feel his presence. She nodded. “What do we have to do?”

“Good question.” Magnus turned to her mate as if expecting him to have the answer.

“What is your name?” Emilia asked.

“Thorn.” He smiled at her, and her insides turned to liquid fire. Her mother was wrong, love was easy between two people who were meant to be together.

“A pleasure to meet you, Thorn.” She lowered herself down into a curtsey, and after a second of hesitation, Thorn bowed his head.

“A pleasure to meet you, Emilia. Now let’s get you out of here.”

Confident and strong, if a little rough around the edges. Emilia liked him. More importantly, she trusted him. A lump formed in her throat. She had trusted Perry. Now it seems she had been mistaken. The picnic, drinking champagne, that was the last thing she remembered. He had given her a sleeping draft and she had slept for four hundred years.

“Emilia. It’s going to be all right.” Magnus sounded more confident now.

“How are you here?” Emilia asked as the next question hit her. “How are you here looking identical to the last time I saw you? Why have you not aged?”

A sad smile drifted across his lips. “Because I slept, too.”

“You were in on it?” she asked hotly. “You and Perry plotted together? Why did you want us to sleep for so long?”

“No.” Magnus raised his hands in denial. “I encountered Perry on the mountain, he said you had fallen to your death…” His voice cut off in a choked sob.

“Magnus.” She wanted to reach out and comfort him, but she was powerless. Instead, his mate, Ruby, put her arms around her brother’s shoulders.

“You can catch up when we get this barrier down.” Thorn stepped closer, looking up and down. “Do you have any idea what powers it?”

“Powers it?” Ruby released Magnus, her brow furrowed as she questioned Thorn. “What do you mean powers it?”

“The barrier was put here before your electricity was invented,” Magnus told Thorn. “It must be a spell.”

Thorn frowned. “Four hundred years is a long time for a powerful spell like this to keep working.”

“The spell that kept us asleep worked that long,” Magnus pointed out.

“I get that. But this spell is different. It would take a significant amount of power.” He pressed his hand against the barrier, and it pushed him back a step. He repeated the action several times.

“Are we going to stand here all day or are we going to figure this out?” Ruby asked hotly. “We’ve been all around the barrier, Tiberius has researched the ancient spells that might have been used to conjure this. But nothing. We also searched for an object on this side of the barrier that might be emanating outward, but we found nothing.”

“Tiberius?” Thorn inquired as he pressed his hand against the barrier once more.

“Yes, he is the mate of…” Ruby looked at Thorn with distrust.

“The mate of….” Thorn arched an eyebrow. “Let me guess, the dragon who flies in every few days?”

“You’ve been spying on us?” Ruby accused, the tension in her body evident. They didn’t trust this man who was her mate. Why? Emilia peered at him in the gloom. There was something familiar about him but unless he, too, had slept for four hundred years, they had never met before today.

“Do you blame me?” Thorn asked as he began edging his way along the outside of the barrier, pressing his fingers against it every few steps. “You walk into the museum with a man who’s been missing for hundreds of years and you expect me to shrug and accept it, no questions asked?”

“He has a point,” Magnus agreed evenly and received a glare from his mate.

“Who else did you tell?” Ruby stalked after Thorn, and Emilia, despite her lack of strength, followed, too. It was as if there was an invisible thread connecting them, pulling her along.

“No one,” Thorn answered quickly.

“And you expect us to believe you?” Magnus asked, also trailing along behind Thorn.

Thorn shrugged. “Makes no difference to me either way.”

“Wait, of course, you didn’t tell anyone. You are a treasure hunter, you thought you would find a dragon shifter’s treasure and sell it and make your fortune.” Magnus spat out his accusation. Treasure hunters had been an age-old threat to dragons. It appeared some things had not changed.

“I don’t care what you think.” Thorn’s eyes flicked up to Emilia’s face.

“But you do care what Emilia thinks.” Ruby was astute, a strong woman, not the kind to back down. A good match for Magnus, Emilia approved.

Thorn stopped. “Look, we can either stand around sharing our life stories or we can get this barrier down.”

“So, you can steal your mate’s treasure?” Ruby stood, hands on hips, glaring at Thorn.

“No!” Thorn replied in exasperation.

“That’s all we needed to know,” Magnus told him.

A mischievous glint in Thorn’s eyes told Emilia he wanted a little fun after his admission. “I wouldn’t steal from my mate. But there’s a whole heap of your treasure in the first cave.”

Emilia giggled, and Thorn looked directly at her and smiled widely. Ruby punched him in the arm. “Very funny, Thorn Manning.”

“Manning!” Emilia gasped. “You are a relative of Peregrine Manning?”

“Guilty as charged, but you need to remember he lived long before I was a twinkle in anyone’s eye. I’m not the same man who put you both here.” He pressed one hand against the barrier, removed it and then placed both hands on the forcefield about a foot apart. “But I am the man who is going to free you.”

“You know how to get the barrier down?” Magnus asked, relief flooding his face.

“I’m close to figuring it out.” Thorn pressed his hands against the barrier a couple more times and then took a step back.

“Do we need to get Tiberius up here?” Ruby asked. “He can be here in a couple of hours. If there is a spell that needs breaking, he’s our man.”

“No need.” Thorn looked around them, his magic light sending a beam out before him.

“You know the spell to take the barrier down?” Emilia asked. “You truly are a great and powerful wizard.”

“A what?” Thorn’s head jolted back. “There’s no magic in me.”

“But your light.” Emilia pointed to his head.

“This?” He reached for it and pulled it off. “This is a small flashlight that fits on a harness.”

“Flashlight?” Emilia asked. “Like lightning?”

“No, it runs off batteries.”

“Batteries?” Emilia asked. This new world would take some getting used to.

“Small power cells that make things work.” He smiled indulgently. “All stuff you can learn when we get you out of here.”

Emilia nodded. “And how soon will that be?”

“As soon as we figure out what kind of battery is powering this barrier.” He looked past her to the treasure that lay scattered across the floor. Her treasure. So, he was interested in it.

“There’s a battery in there?” Ruby asked. “Impossible, since Emilia has been here so long. They didn’t exist then.”

“No, they didn’t. But there’s something else in there that’s working the same way. A jewel or something similar. There has to be, there is no other explanation.”

“A battery that’s still working after four hundred years?” Magnus asked. “How?”

“Until Magnus woke up, no one came in here, so the power needed was very little.” He pressed his hands to the barrier. “Every time we touch the barrier, it takes a little more juice out of it.”

“That’s what you’ve been doing,” Emilia said. Her mate was impressive, even if she had no idea why juice was leaking from the barrier.

“Yeah. The current weakens each time I touch it. But when I touch the barrier here, there’s something even more interesting.” He placed two hands against the barrier once more. “The power grew stronger the further around we moved. But here, it’s equal.”

“Which tells us that the battery is somewhere inside there, in line with your hand.” Ruby nodded, she understood Thorn’s words, leaving Emilia feeling like a fool. Would she ever understand this modern world?

He pointed at the treasure. “Hidden away in there is the power pack.”

Emilia turned and looked at her treasure. “What does it look like?”

“That, I don’t know.” Thorn’s voice was gentle, as if coaxing a frightened pony, but she did not want to be a frightened pony. That wasn’t the woman she had once been. However, the long sleep had taken its toll and a certain fragility tugged at her body and mind.

A fragility she would overcome. With a deep breath, she forced herself to walk away from the others, into the darkness beyond the light. Normally this wouldn’t have bothered her, but she could feel her energy slipping away with each step. Perhaps she simply needed food and water. Her stomach was like a hollowed-out log and her throat was parched, but if she didn’t find the power source she would die here among her gold and jewels.

Behind her, she heard the barrier vibrate as something hit it hard, followed by a grunt. She swung her head around and saw Thorn picking himself up off the floor. “What are you doing?”

“While you look around, I’m going to try to wear down the power.” He threw himself at the barrier again. The sight of him in pain hurt Emilia as if she experienced it herself. They were linked together, joined as one by a force as strong and yet as invisible as the barrier keeping them apart.

“Will that work?” Magnus asked, watching Thorn get up once more and prepare to launch himself at the barrier. 

“It should, but I have no idea how long it will take.” The tension in Thorn’s voice told her she had to hurry. Her mate would not give up his quest to unite them, but how much could his body take without causing irreparable damage?

“If we all work together, we can get it down sooner,” Ruby said, and the sound of the barrier being hit multiple times followed Emilia, like the specter of death, as she began wading through the sea of golden coins.

Did none of them have faith in her? Or maybe they saw how weak she was. Emilia could not deny how easy it would be to lie down on her treasure and sleep forever. Her head jerked up. That was her fate if she did not accomplish this task. It was a fate she rejected.

With renewed strength, born of necessity to survive and be with her mate and her brother, she began to systematically claw her way through the gold and jewels. Beloved gems held no importance to her as she rifled through boxes filled with jewels and clawed her way through piles of gold interspersed with diamonds and pearls.

The sound of the barrier buzzing accompanied her every step of the way, like an angry wasp she could not shake off. However, it gave her comfort, too, it reminded her they were here, and she was no longer alone. As she worked, snippets of memories came to her. Flashes of dreams that never ended, terrible and haunting. She was locked alone in a castle, like Rapunzel, or she had pricked her finger on a spinning wheel and awaited true love’s kiss. Because only her true love could wake her.

Thorn. He had awoken her. He was the reason she was here now, searching for what? She had no idea what it looked like. One jewel looked like the next as she picked them up and cast them aside.

“Anything?” Magnus asked, knowing full well if she had found it she would tell them.

Gathering her rotting skirts in her hands, she turned to face him. “No. How goes the barrier?”

“Holding firm but weakening,” Thorn called back to her before throwing himself forward like a soldier in battle throws himself at his enemy.

She nodded and returned to her search, holding rubies and emeralds in her hands and then throwing them aside as if they were pebbles on a beach. These jewels had been her father’s before her. Her father who was long, long dead and now a faded memory. No one alive today except Emilia and Magnus knew he’d given his life on a distant battlefield. The stories told by her mother were still fresh in her head of how he died a hero. Even if they knew, she doubted anyone would care. It was all in the past and the past was soon overtaken by the present and the future.

Emilia stopped. There was something here. Holding out her hands, her palms tingled as if something brushed against them. Taking a step forward, she ignored the rush of gold that cascaded toward her. This was it, she could sense its force, sense the energy that fed the barrier.

If only she could find it. There. An emerald so big it would fill her hand. Bending down, she placed her hands over it, and her hands vibrated. This wasn’t hers. It didn’t belong. But her dragon craved it all the same.

I would trade any jewel to leave this dark cave, Emilia told her dragon firmly.

As would I, her dragon took one last lingering look at the jewel, before Emilia cupped her hands around the emerald and picked it up, holding it like an injured bird. “I’ve found it,” she called triumphantly. “What do I do next?”

There was a murmur from behind her and then silence. They didn’t know. Finding it was one thing, destroying it another. Her mother once told her that energy could never be destroyed, only converted to something else. What was she supposed to convert this into? She had no magic of her own.

“Bring it here,” Thorn called, and she turned around and walked carefully back toward them. “Let me see it.”

Slowly, she opened her hands and he peered inside. “It’s the Jewel of Avantar. I once heard Perry talking about it. I believe he funded an expedition to Brazil to bring it back. I thought he failed. He told me he failed.” How many other things had he lied about?

“The Jewel of Avantar. I’ve heard of it before. You’re right, I remember now, Perry mentions it in his journal.” Thorn touched his hands to the barrier. “The current is stronger now.”

“Does that mean it’s weaker over there?” Ruby asked, pointing to the other side of the cave.

“Only one way to find out.” Magnus took Ruby’s hand. “Let’s go and test it.”

Ruby and Magnus hurried around to the other side of the cave, scrambling over rocks and squeezing between the cave wall and the barrier in some places until they stood opposite Emilia and Thorn. Emilia held her breath as Magnus lifted his hand and touched the barrier, only for it to repel him. Emilia’s hope faded along with her strength. “It’s no use.”

“Don’t say that,” Thorn told her firmly. “Look at me.”

She lifted her head, afraid to look into his eyes, afraid of what she would see there. His voice might lie and tell her it would be all right, but she would see it in his eyes if he told her an untruth. “I’m stuck here. Perry wanted me to die here.”

“I don’t believe that. I can’t believe that.” Thorn leaned forward, his face close to the barrier, and she did the same. How she longed to reach out and touch his cheek and then press her lips to his. He was her mate, her true love. “If we keep hitting the barrier, sooner or later it will fail.”

“I do not want you to watch me die.” A tear trickled down her cheek as she said the words. How could she have slept for hundreds of years only to die in the presence of her mate?

Was that what Perry truly wanted? Was he so cruel?


Chapter Three – Thorn

“You are not going to die. I can’t believe Peregrine Manning wanted this. There had to be an escape clause.” Thorn pulled back and turned away, rubbing his chin with his hand as he considered their options. “There has to be a way.”

No man could be this cruel. And yet the evidence was hard to deny. Emilia was trapped out of reach of any man. It seemed as if Perry was reaching out from beyond the grave to torture them. With a growl, Thorn turned around and beat his fists upon the barrier, only to be cast back against the rocks behind him.

“Self-harm is not helpful,” Ruby told him bluntly as she and Magnus returned.

“I can’t just stand here and do nothing,” Thorn replied hotly, his arms tingling from where they’d impacted against the force-field.

“You’re right. So, we thought, what if we go and get as many people as we can to beat against this barrier until it comes down?” Ruby’s plan sounded plausible except for one thing.

“Do you want all those people to see your treasure?” Thorn eyed Magnus. This wasn’t just about Emilia, it was about Magnus, too. “Do you want them to know about your dragon?”

“We can get a dozen people or more who already know about us and our treasure. People we trust.” Ruby put her hands on her hips. She was ready to do whatever it took to get Emilia out. Even if it cost them all dearly.

“I cannot think of any other way,” Magnus reluctantly admitted. “I cannot believe that Perry would want this.”

“Exactly!” Thorn said. “We are missing something obvious.” He ran his hands through his cropped hair. “There has to be a way.”

“Well, normally in these situations we’d go with true love’s kiss,” Ruby said. “But since you two can’t touch, I think that’s a nonstarter.”

“Why didn’t the barrier move?” Emilia asked as she looked down at the jewel.

Thorn was trying not to think about true love’s kiss. Yes, he wanted to kiss Emilia, he had since he first set eyes on her. However, he was scared that if they kissed, it would become clear that what they shared was not true love. True lust, and true mates, but not true love. Love was a thing that had to be nurtured and left to blossom, not forced.

Thorn straightened up. “Why didn’t the barrier move?”

“That’s what I just said.” Emilia held the emerald out to him. “If this is what makes the spell work, would it not generate the barrier around it equal distances apart?”

“Yes.” Thorn pressed himself forward and said, “I could kiss you.”

She hid a small smile, which he found adorable. Not that he would ever tell a fierce dragon-shifter she was adorable. Or perhaps she liked that kind of thing. He had to get this damn barrier down, so he could find out everything about his mate. “So, what is the answer?”

His eyes took a moment to come into focus. “I have absolutely no idea, but that will change.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “But give me a minute, I’ll think of something.”

“Pace out the diameter of the circle. Focus on the stalactite and walk in a straight line.” He pointed to the other side of the barrier. “Go.”

His excitement spurred her forward although her legs were weak and after only ten paces her body shivered as if it were winter on a mountain peak. Thorn willed her to keep going, to take one more step and then another.

“Twenty,” she said out loud, looking for the other side as she walked through the gold in the darkness.

“Keep going.” Thorn hated seeing her like this, he wanted to scoop her up in his arms and carry her to safety. Being on the outside looking in sucked. It sucked big time, and his frustration with his ancestor grew.

“Thorn,” Magnus murmured at his side. “We have to act soon. When I woke I was weak. I needed food and water.”

“You don’t think I know that,” Thorn ground out. They couldn’t let Emilia see their fear for her health, they had to stay strong and positive.

“If this doesn’t work, we need to go for help.” Magnus’s voice told him there would be no argument, he had made up his mind. And he was right. They could not waste any more time on experiments.

“Agreed. I’ll stay here, and you go for help.” He nodded. “But let’s try this first.”

“What exactly is this?” Ruby asked, watching Emilia closely as she stumbled but didn’t fall.

“Emilia was right, the barrier should have moved if it were emanating from the emerald. Which makes me think the emerald is feeding something else.” It was a logical assumption. The emerald was the power cell and something else was the generator.

“And we need to find that something else.” Magnus’s jaw tightened, and his fists balled. There was a frisson of electricity emanating from him as if he were about to shift into a dragon and beat this barrier until it succumbed to his wrath.

“We need to find that something else fast.” Thorn shared Magnus’s urgency. “We don’t have time for Emilia to search through all her treasure, we need to scale down the area.”

“You mean Emilia has to find that something fast. We are next to useless to her right now,” Ruby told them bluntly. He didn’t need to hear those words, he knew just how useless he was.

“Fifty paces,” Emilia’s voice sounded thin and far away.

“Count back twenty-five paces, aim straight for us here. When you get to twenty-five, start searching.” He watched her take those first few steps and wished he could be there with her, supporting her.

“She’s too weak,” Magnus whispered to himself as Emilia paused and looked down at the ground.

“She can do it.” She had to do it. If not, he would spend the rest of his life alone, mourning her. Could fate be that cruel?

Raising her head, Emilia looked straight at him and took another step forward and then another. His lips moved as he counted with her. “There. Search around there.”

Emilia dropped down to her knees, and the gold rustled as it slid away from her. Burying her hands in the treasure, Emilia began to shift the gold to one side. Each time she found a jewel or a trinket box, she would check it out and then discard it.

“Come on.” He glanced at Magnus. “You two had better get going.”

“Give her a few minutes more,” Magnus said as he watched his sister digging through the gold.

Thorn’s nerves set on edge, he was scared to leave it too much longer. Despite his belief in Emilia’s inner strength, he could see her failing. Each small movement cost her more than the one before. It scared the hell out of him that she might just fade away, and if they had to wait hours for the barrier to fail, she might be dead of exhaustion by the end of it.

“She’s got something,” Ruby said, ducking down and tilting her head to one side.

Emilia held something in her hand and then pushed herself up to a standing position. She swayed a little from side to side, summoning her last strength and then took a step away from them.

Thorn held his hand up to the barrier. It wasn’t there, he reached out until his fingertips made contact with the barrier. It had moved a foot away. “That’s it,” he said quietly, before lifting his head and calling, “That’s it.”

“What do I do?” Emilia asked.

“What if she smashed it?” Ruby suggested. “That would work, wouldn’t it?”

Thorn hated the idea, the object was a relic, a powerful relic from another age. It went against everything he worked for, everything he believed in. The past was theirs to preserve, to learn from and wonder at.

Thorn nodded. “That should work.”

“Are we sure? Because once she destroys it… If that’s the wrong thing…” Magnus dragged his hand through his hair. “I can’t lose her, not after all this time.”

“Neither can I.” Thorn summoned his composure, blocking everything out apart from the facts. His life’s work had led to this moment. It was a decision he would spend the rest of his life with. Good or bad.

“So?” Ruby prompted.

“I need a closer look at it.” 

“But she can’t move without the barrier moving.” Magnus frowned at the impossibility of the situation.

“Emilia will have to be our eyes.” He called out to his mate. “What do you see?” His voice traveled through the barrier and reached Emilia. She sighed and staggered forward. Thorn raised his arms as if he could reach out and catch her. He wanted to protect her, to help her, but he couldn’t. Not physically at least, but he had knowledge and that knowledge would set Emilia free.

“It is an amulet, I have never seen anything like it before.” Her voice was weak, but there was a strength to it, too. She wasn’t ready to give up. “The back of the amulet is encased in some kind of precious metal and has a dragon and some runes carved into it.” Emilia ran her fingers over the artifact. “I do not think I could smash it if I tried.”

“Runes. Anything more specific?” His voice rose with frustration, if only he could hold it in his hands he might be able to translate them.

“Wait, there is a mechanism.” The three people outside the barrier held their breaths as Emilia focused fully on the amulet. “There is a sleeve of the same metal that is retracted.”

Suddenly, with a crackle and a fizz, the barrier disappeared as if it had never been there.

“We did it!” Magnus rushed toward his sister. “Emilia.”

Thorn glanced across to Ruby, who studied him closely. “Not bad for a bear.”

“Thank you.” He smiled weakly, not sure how he was supposed to react. Emilia was his mate, and his need to be with her and protect her was profound. But she was a stranger not just to him, but to the world he lived in. “I don’t want to make this harder for her,” Thorn confided.

“Then don’t.” Ruby pushed him forward. “She needs you as much as you need her.”

Thorn nodded and walked forward, slowly at first and then with purpose. He took the pack off his back and placed it on the ground beside Emilia as Magnus held his sister in his arms. “I have food and water.”

He dug out the water bottle and removed the stopper. His hand trembled as he passed it to Magnus, who took it gratefully and offered it to Emila. “Thank you. Emilia, you have to drink.”

Emilia pressed her lips to the bottle and Magnus tilted it up. She swallowed and for a moment Magnus simply stared at the woman who was his mate. She was beautiful.

“Here, eat this.” Thorn opened an energy bar and passed it to Emilia.

“Thank you.” She sat up, her face pale and drawn. “And thank you for your assistance with the barrier.” Her voice caught in her throat and she swallowed down a sob. “I’m sorry, I truly am grateful.”

“It must have been a shock, waking up in here.” He kept his voice calm and low.

“It was.” She looked up at her brother. “What happened, Magnus? How did I sleep so long?”

“Perry cast a spell over you and then over me. He had it all planned.” Magnus glanced up at Thorn. Surely, he could not hold Thorn responsible for Peregrine Manning’s actions. “You have set that right today, Thorn. Thank you.”

“I was not exactly acting selflessly.” Thorn gave an ironic smile. “I was on my way here even before I sensed Emilia’s presence.”

“You sensed her, even through the barrier?” Magnus sounded surprised.

“Yes.”

“You have accomplished what I could not.” Magnus pulled a small vial from his pocket and held it in his open hand. “I was given this potion to wake you, but we could not reach you through the barrier. Nothing we tried would penetrate it, we did not know it could only be brought down from the inside.”

Emilia looked at Magnus and then to Thorn. “Thank you both for all your efforts.” She eyed the energy bar in her hand. “What is this?”

Magnus chuckled, excitement rising in his expression. “It is one of the many wonders of the new world waiting for you. Eat and begin your life anew.”

“As you have, brother?” Emilia nodded toward Ruby who stood back patiently, watching the scene before her.

“As I have. We are both blessed to find our mates. Now eat and we can get you out of here.” Magnus stood up and moved across the cave to talk to Ruby.

“This is food?” Emilia asked, indicating the energy bar.

“It is,” Thorn replied. “It could taste better, but it will give you energy. Once we’re down off the mountain, we can eat properly. You must be starving.”

“Not as much as I would expect after so long with no food.” With a sigh of resignation, she bit into the energy bar and chewed slowly. “I have never tasted anything like it.” She took another bite, chewed it and swallowed before asked for more water.

Ten minutes and two energy bars later, Emilia stood at the mouth of the tunnel leading from her cave. She looked back at the place her dragon had slept for so long, before turning to face Thorn. He held out his hand and she took it, the first connection of skin against skin infusing him with longing.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes. Will my treasure be safe here with no barrier to protect it?” She looked to Magnus.

“It’s safe. For now. We can move our treasure soon. You are more important right now.” Magnus and Ruby ducked down and entered the tunnel, leaving Emilia and Thorn alone for a moment.

“I’ll stay by your side,” Thorn assured her as uncertainty crossed her face. He would protect her from anything or anyone who might cause her harm. With his life if he had to.

“I’m scared of what the outside world is like. So long has passed since I walked these mountains. My home…the cottage.” She watched his expression change to sorrow and nodded. “It is gone.”

“It’s in ruins. But it could be rebuilt, we could live there, you and me and raise our children by the side of the creek.” His mind conjured up the image of the old painting of Emilia standing outside of the cottage. Young, fresh-faced and eager to experience life, it was unfair for that life to have been cut short. “I want you to be happy, Emilia, you deserve it.”

She smiled sadly. “I don’t know what I deserve. I misjudged Perry, and Magnus paid the price for my lack of good judgment.”

Thorn stepped closer to Emilia and tightened his hold on her hand. “From what I’ve seen, Magnus is happy, really happy. Ruby is his mate and if this hadn’t happened, they might never have met, or Magnus may have been an old dragon.”

“Fate. You want me to trust in fate?”

“I do. Or at least give fate a chance.” He looked over his shoulder at the huge pile of treasure. “What have you got to lose?”

“Very well. For you, I will try to believe that this happened for a reason.” She nodded. “I’m ready to see this new world of yours.”

“And I am more than ready to share it with you.” He ducked under the low ceiling of the tunnel and led her out into the cave where Magnus and Ruby were waiting.

More treasure, Thorn longed to stop and sift through the gold and jewels covering the cave floor. But he needed to win Magnus over before asking. Despite his bond with Emilia, Thorn hadn’t earned her brother’s trust, not least because Peregrine Manning’s blood coursed through his veins.

Still, he had time. All his life, to be accepted by the dragons. As long as Emilia accepted him, that was all that mattered.


Chapter Four – Emilia

The cool, fresh mountain air caressed her face as she emerged from the caves that had been her resting place while the world continued to turn and trees she had known as saplings grew big and strong. Would she ever enjoy this new world without feeling robbed? Her friends, a life she loved, had been taken from her by Perry, driven by a possessiveness that turned a benevolent man into a person capable of ruining lives no matter what the cost.

“Will Emilia be strong enough to climb the boulders or can you shift and fly from here?” Thorn asked. He still held her hand in his as if his intention was to never let her go.

Was the descendant of Perry also possessive and dishonorable? Would he be so cruel if she could not give him what he needed? Panic bloomed in her heart like a poisonous flower, its tendrils unfurling and snaking through her veins.

He is not Peregrine Manning, her dragon reminded her.

Her dragon, who had slept for the same number of years, who had been her constant companion, through dreams and nightmares. Emilia touched her hand to her head. She was not ready to recall the horrors that had visited her dreams.

“I’d like to walk,” she replied quickly. “Please, do not take it upon yourself to make decisions for me.”

“That’s not why I asked,” Thorn said quickly. “It’s dark and Magnus and Ruby know this trail well.”

She had not meant her words to come out so abruptly, but she remembered her old life when men thought they could treat a woman like chattels, not dissimilar from a cow grazing in a field or a dog barking at the door.

Emilia made no apology. “I’d like to stretch my muscles and feel alive again. And awake.”

Thorn nodded. “This way, my lady.” The corners of his mouth twitched, and he hid a smile that made her stomach do a backflip. Yet he reminded her of Perry, there was a family resemblance even though they were generations apart.

With renewed energy and a desire to prove herself, Emilia followed Thorn to the rocks blocking the trail. Only when they stood at the bottom of the small mountain of boulders did she understand why Thorn had questioned her ability to climb. Huge boulders had been stacked on top of each other in a bid to block the trail. From where Emilia stood, they seemed insurmountable, particularly in the remains of her dress.

“Wait, I have something else you can wear,” Thorn said as if reading her mind. He took his pack off his back and set it on the ground. Aiming the light from his headlamp on the pack, he rummaged through the contents until he saw what he needed and pulled out a long item of clothing.

Emilia reached out and touched the fabric, it was smooth almost like silk, but it rustled, and the fastener was made of many tiny teeth that fit together perfectly.

“Here, I’ll unzip it and you can put it on.” Thorn’s big strong hands unzipped the teeth and then held the item of clothing up for her to slip her arms into.

“A coat.” She looked down at the hem of the coat that skimmed her thighs. It was too short to hide her modesty if her dress ripped any further, but it was better than being as naked as a babe on the journey down the mountain. Although Emilia doubted she would make it all the way down the mountain on two feet since her energy levels were already diminishing.

“I always keep it in my pack in case it rains,” Thorn said as he fitted the ends of the zip together and drew it upward, closing the teeth.

“Thank you,” she said and ran her hands down the coat. “I have never seen such a fabric.”

“Abaca fiber. It’s water-proof, made from banana leaves. It’s naturally water-repellent.” Thorn put his pack on his back.

“There are many things that are new in this world,” Magnus told her as they prepared to climb.

Nervous but excited, Emilia took a deep breath, summoning her courage. “I am ready to meet this new world.”

“I can loan you some proper clothes when we get home,” Ruby offered. Her brother’s mate had hardly spoken in all the time since the barrier came down. Emilia desperately wanted them to be friends since the three people with her here on the mountainside were the only three people she knew in the world right now.

“Thank you. I would be most grateful.” Did she sound too aloof? “I may also need lessons in the etiquette of your new world.”

“Etiquette?” Ruby frowned in the light of the flashlight. “You mean how women are supposed to behave?”

“I would like to fit in.” Her eyes flickered to Magnus. “We never did before.”

“No, we were always trying to be something we were not.” Magnus put his arm around her shoulder. “Ruby’s family is also made up of several dragons; her mother has lived through all the great ages, she will help you. As she has helped other dragons.”

“Fiona is my stepmom, she adopted me and my sister,” Ruby added.

“Don’t forget me,” Thorn sounded disgruntled. “Since you are my mate, I intend to help you in every way I can.”

“Then help me here.” Emilia looked up at the boulders. “It appears there is another barrier trying to prevent me from leaving these caves.”

“Together we can get over it.” Thorn stepped up onto the first boulder and reached out for her hand. She placed her small hand in his large one and he folded his fingers over. His strong grasp made her feel safe, and so did his strong arms when he pulled her up to stand by his side. “Tell me if you need to stop.”

“I will.” They climbed further, and Emilia tried to ignore the rip of fabric that accompanied each stage of their bid to reach the summit of the boulders.

Beside her, Ruby and Magnus climbed, too, until one by one they straddled the boulders lined up along the top of the pile. “Going down should be easier,” Thorn encouraged as he took a water bottle from his pack and offered her a drink.

“Thank you.” The water was cool on her lips and she drank her fill. Water had never tasted so sweet. She passed it to Ruby who drank and then passed it to Magnus.

When they had all drunk and rested, although Emilia was certain they were only resting there for her sake, they began their descent. Slowly, with Thorn below her ready to catch her if she fell, they worked their way down until they were standing on the trail on the lower side of the mountain.

“We can walk further down the trail until it widens, but then we should shift. Emilia, if you don’t want to shift, Magnus and I can carry you both down the mountain on our backs,” Ruby offered.

Emilia considered the offer for a moment and shook her head. “I’ll fly down and carry Thorn.”

“What? Fly?” Thorn asked. “I prefer two feet or four paws, thank you.”

“We could go on ahead and meet you back at Ruby’s house.” Magnus’s offer was met with a frown.

“I don’t intend to let Emilia out of my sight.” Thorn had only just found her, he was not about to let her fly off into the unknown without him, and Emilia understood perfectly. She did not want Thorn to leave her side. Considering they had only just met, this was a strange sensation. One she was not sure she liked. She belonged to no man.

“Unless you can carry her down the mountain on your back, you will have to get used to two wings instead of your four paws.” Magnus walked on, not entering into a discussion.

“You do not care what I want, Magnus?” Emilia asked, an edge to her voice. No one owned her. No one had the right to determine her fate. She took a gulp of air and fought off the sense that walls were closing in on her. She was free, and no one was going to put her back inside the cave. No one wanted to make her a prisoner once more. 

“I care, but you cannot walk down off the mountain,” Magnus told her gently, and he was right, she didn’t have the strength to walk. “Listen, I’ve never told you what to do. But I do know how I felt when I woke up. The strength ebbed from my body until I could barely lift my feet off the ground.”

Emilia took hold of Thorn’s hand. She needed the buzz that covered her skin and threaded its way through her body. His touch made her feel alive. “You want me to trust you.”

Thorn gave her a lopsided grin. “And you are asking for the same trust in return?”

She nodded, fatigue creeping up on her. “I do. I do not have the strength to walk down off the mountain. But I also wish to keep you by my side. Or on my back.”

“Then I have no choice.” He lifted her hand and pressed his lips to her skin. Flames of desire flickered into life and as he raised his eyes to hers, the hunger there turned those flames into a raging inferno. “I’ll follow you where you go.”

“Great, that’s settled,” Ruby said curtly. “Let’s get home.”

“Are you certain you are strong enough to shift?” Magnus asked with concern.

“I would not offer to carry my mate down off the mountain if I was not.” Emilia turned to her brother and cupped his cheek in her hand. “I am not a wilting flower.”

He chuckled. “I have missed you, Emilia.” He kissed her cheek and she could almost believe no time had passed and they would descend the mountain, and everything would be as it was.

“I have missed you, too, Magnus.” She looked down the trail and then took a step forward, trying to hide the tiredness that threatened to claim her. She would find the strength to shift. The thrill of her mate straddling her dragon’s back and then flying down off the mountain together would give her the energy she needed.

Fifty feet further and they stopped once more. The path was just about wide enough for them to shift although the drop down into the valley below gave her a twinge of concern. If Thorn misjudged getting on her back or if she stumbled and sent him sprawling over the edge, a very long way down awaited him.

Her dragon snorted her derision, reminding Emilia she could do this. I believe you, only…

Only what? her dragon asked.

We hardly ever shifted…before. Emilia could clearly recall her dragon’s desperate attempts to persuade Emilia shifting and flying as a dragon was safe. If they flew over the mountains under cover of darkness they would not be seen. But the death of Emilia’s father when she was a girl had instilled a fear in her human side. She did not want to die with a spear embedded in her dragon’s heart.

I can do it. Her dragon’s voice was firm, and Emilia’s human side did not argue, she trusted her dragon, especially when it came to the safety of her mate.

Very well. She sighed and turned to Magnus. “Who goes first?”

Magnus placed his hand on Ruby’s shoulder. “Will you go first and wait for Emi to shift and lead her to your house? I’ll shift last and bring up the rear.”

“Sure.” Ruby kissed Magnus on the cheek, and then walked away from the others and shifted into her dragon. The flashlights shone on her ruby red scales as her skin rippled and she launched herself off the edge of the trail and into the darkness.

“I never expected to see a real dragon.” Thorn was in awe of the fiery beast as she flapped her wings hard and rose in the sky, where she caught a warm thermal and circled effortlessly above their heads.

A twinge of jealousy struck Emilia. Although she knew Thorn would never betray her and would be loyal until his last breath, she could not help it. His eyes were for her only. His touch was for her only.

“Are you ready?” Magnus asked. Did he sense her jealousy?

“I am.” Emilia moved away from the two men and stood still, allowing her dragon her freedom.

The air shimmered, and the night filled with a crackling and popping as her dragon burst forth. With talons raking up the trail beneath her feet, she stood majestic, shimmering like an azure sea. Sweeping small rocks and stones over the edge of the trail, she turned around and faced her mate.

“Wow!” Thorn gasped. Her dragon could live with that.

Emilia lowered her head and puffed smoke at him, before inhaling deeply, taking in his scent and storing it in her memory for eternity. Closing her eyes, she shivered in ecstasy as Thorn touched his hand to her long snout and stroked her scaly skin.

“It’s good to see you again.” Magnus ran his hand down her sinewy neck. “It has been too long.”

Her head snaked around, and she rested her head on his shoulder as if hugging him. They had rarely flown together. And never since the death of their mother. She remembered the day, remembered telling him they only had each other left and the thought of being alone was too much to bear. On that day, Emilia had made Magnus promise he would never shift. Never risk anyone seeing his dragon.

If only she had heeded her own advice and not shared her secret with Perry, none of this would have happened.

Yet when she bent her foreleg and Thorn sprang up onto her back and grasped hold of her horny spine, she was willing to believe it was how things were meant to be. She forced herself to believe fate had a plan and that plan had now come to fruition centuries later.

“Take care.” Magnus’s words followed her into the dark night as she launched herself off the side of the ledge. For a moment, the added weight of Thorn made her falter, but she dug deep and found the strength to carry him through the air, her wings beating down hard, lifting her body higher.

They climbed through the air and joined Ruby as she circled above the valley. When Magnus reached them, Ruby flew beside him, rubbing her neck along his before they parted and turned away from the cave where Emilia had slept for so long.

Emilia followed, unprepared for the shock of this new world, but safe in the knowledge that Thorn was by her side.

 


Chapter Five – Thorn

He straddled his mate as she flew fast and true behind Ruby. He wanted to pinch himself to check if this was real. For a man who spent his life chasing down myths and lost artifacts, discovering dragons were real was not as shocking as it might have been. However, to fly on the back of one of these amazing creatures—who was also his mate—that might take some getting used to.

As Emilia raced through a narrow valley, her taloned feet scraped the high rockface and sent rocks cascading into the valley below. Thorn held on tighter as she picked up speed, the thrill of excitement threading through him set every nerve ending to tingling. He sure could get used to the thrill and excitement of dragon riding.

As they left the narrow valley, Ruby slowed and flew lower, hugging the tree line as they drew closer to the town of Bear Creek. When he had climbed the mountain earlier this evening to follow the dragons and uncover their secret, he’d never imagined their secret would quickly become his secret. But it was. Despite his desire to bring the past into the open so everyday people could share in it and wonder at it, this part of history was going to stay hidden. His to treasure in private.

Emilia was not about to end up as part of a freak show. And her treasure would remain hers. He would never ask her for any part of it, not for himself or for a display in the museum. Except perhaps the amulet. 

That was one object he’d like to study. Thorn wanted to figure out how it projected the barrier. Had it been made specifically to keep Emilia in and treasure hunters out, or had it been taken from somewhere else? And then there was the Jewel of Avantar, lost for generations, he was compelled to return it to the people of Brazil where it had been stolen long ago. The story of the lost Jewel of Avantar was well-known among treasure hunters, it was almost as big as the search for the Holy Grail.

Ruby switched direction and Emilia followed in her wake, but she was tiring, each rise and fall of her wings robbing her of more energy. Thorn placed his hand on her shoulder, lending her his energy as he willed her to keep going. If he could help in any other way, he would.

He looked ahead, picking out landmarks of the surrounding area. They were close to the dragons’ house. Yes, he did know where it was. And yes, his bear might have explored the surrounding area in what he would call a reconnaissance mission. It was his job to stake out an area and get the lay of the land before moving forward with a project.

Thorn smiled wryly, not wanting to admit how fascinated he’d become with the dragon shifters. Once he met Magnus and knew he was from the past, it had awoken a need to know how and why a man could straddle time. Thorn wasn’t prepared for the truth and yet it opened up a new world to him. As a man who spent hours and even days poring over old scrolls and books, trying to piece together a puzzle as old as time, the knowledge that there was a man alive who could give first-hand accounts of events that happened so long ago was exciting.

With those events being tied to Thorn’s ancestors, they were particularly of interest. Magnus Dumas might be the one man alive who could explain why Peregrine Manning handed over his grand house to the town and yet left a ruined cottage and the land it stood on tied to the family forever. No one could sell the land or rebuild the cottage.

The emergence of Emilia answered so many of those questions. What a trick of fate for Peregrine to have lost out on having her as his mate, while Thorn, his descendant, would make her his wife.

Ruby landed in a small clearing behind the dragon house and Emilia followed. There was a heart-jolting moment where she stumbled and nearly sent Thorn flying over her head, but she recovered and set her big dragon body down on the ground. Thorn quickly scrambled off to land heavily next to her.

“This way.” Ruby ushered him toward the house, and then the air shimmered, filled with static electricity before the outline of Emilia in human form came back into the world.

She fell to her knees, her hands splayed out on the grass and her head hanging as she breathed heavily. Thorn rushed forward. Without pause, he scooped her up into his arms and carried her back toward the house. Before they’d reached safety, the starlit sky above was blanketed out as Magnus came in to land.

“Let’s get Emilia inside,” Ruby said, her face turned toward Magnus. She opened the kitchen door and led them into the warmth of the kitchen.

Emilia lay against Thorn’s chest as he carried her, following Ruby as she led him into the living room where her mom and dad were watching TV. The day had been filled with surprises but seeing the two dragon shifters watching a reality TV show had to be one of the weirdest sights. 

“Mom, Dad, I think you already know Thorn,” Ruby said quickly as her parents got up, looking defensive.

“We know of him,” Fiona said tartly, then she took a closer look at the woman in his arms. “Is that Emilia?”

“It is.” Magnus entered the living room, his face filled with anguish. “She needs rest and food.”

“I’ll get her something from the kitchen.” Harlan rushed from the room.

“Here, lie her down.” Ruby patted the sofa. “Do you think we should fetch Kit?”

Fiona pressed her lips together thoughtfully. “How do you feel, Emilia? Do you need a doctor?”

“I’m tired. I just need to close my eyes for a moment.” Her eyelids fluttered.

“You need to stay awake,” Thorn said, patting her cheek as Harlan returned with a piece of cake on a plate. He handed it to Thorn.

“Get her to eat,” Harlan ordered.

Stating the obvious, Thorn thought but didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to waste his own strength, he needed to concentrate on Emilia and getting her better.

“Here, open your mouth.” Thorn broke off a piece of cake and pressed it to her lips, hoping he wouldn’t have to force-feed her.

Emilia did as he asked and opened her mouth just wide enough for him to slip a piece of cake between her lips. Then he watched as she chewed slowly before swallowing. He broke off another piece and she ate that, too. With every mouthful, she seemed to get stronger.

“What about coffee?” Magnus asked.

“Right, the caffeine should give her a nice boost. I’ll get some.” Ruby left the room and Harlan and Fiona followed, while Magnus stood behind the sofa, concern on his face.

“She’ll be okay,” Thorn assured Magnus. “She’s strong.”

Magnus looked at him and nodded. “I lost her once, we never thought we would wake her. I think I’m in shock.”

Emilia lifted her hand and patted Magnus lightly. “I am not going anywhere, brother.”

Thorn fed her the cake and then helped Emilia sit up when Ruby came back into the living room alone. Thorn guessed she’d given her parents a brief account of what happened on the mountain. He sure would like to know where they’d gone but wasn’t about to ask. Emilia was the focus of his attention now and the relief that she was looking better, and the color had returned to her cheeks, was overwhelming.

“Here, drink this.” He took the coffee cup from Ruby and held it to his mate’s lips.

“What is that?” Emilia asked after the first sip and wrinkling her nose.

“Coffee.”

“It’s so bitter.” Despite her look of distaste, she leaned forward and took another sip.

“You’ll get used to it and it should help you feel better.” Magnus stood up, looking relieved to see the change in his sister.

“Is it medicine?” Emilia asked.

“To some people.” Ruby leaned into Magnus and rested her head on his shoulder. “What do we do now?”

The question had been rattling around in Thorn’s brain since they reached the house. There was so much they needed to talk about, but Emilia needed rest first. “Why don’t I take Emilia home and we can meet up tomorrow and talk?”

“Home? She is home,” Magnus said possessively, but Ruby placed her hand on his chest and shook her head. His shoulders slumped forward. “I’ve only just gotten her back.”

“But she is Thorn’s mate,” Ruby reminded him. “And this is Emilia’s choice.”

“But she’s not strong enough,” Magnus continued.

“I’ll take them to Thorn’s place,” Ruby offered. “If that’s what you want, Emilia? If not, we can find you a bed here.”

Emilia finished her coffee and then swung her legs off the side of the sofa and got up. “I would like to spend the evening with Thorn.” She looked at him from under her eyelashes and his stomach clenched with longing.

“Sure,” Thorn replied. “If you don’t mind giving us a ride?” He directed his question to Ruby since he wasn’t sure if Magnus wanted to put up more of a fight.

“I’ll go upstairs and get you some clothes, Emilia. A good shower and fresh clothes will make you feel so much better.” Ruby left the room and ran upstairs, leaving Emilia confused.

“A shower? Like rain?” Emilia asked. “I don’t want to wash in the rain.”

“No, not like rain. The water is warm, and they have these shampoos and soaps that make you smell wonderful.” Magnus gave a crooked smile. “Now I know how I sounded when I first woke up.”

“You don’t sound much different now,” Ruby told him as she returned with the clothes. “Although you have stopped calling my car a mechanical beast.”

Thorn laughed. “Modern life. For better or worse, you will both have to get used to it.” He looked down at Emilia and reached out to push a stray strand of hair back from her face. “Although if it’s too much, I know plenty of places we can go where life is slower and the technology is less advanced.”

“Technology?” Emilia asked. “I think I am going to need to read a dictionary to learn all these new words.”

“One word you do know is sleep.” Thorn held out his hand to Emilia and Ruby passed the bag of clothes and what looked like toiletries to him. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome. There’s some shampoo and conditioner in there. Goodness knows you might need it when you wash your hair for the first time in four hundred years.” Ruby grinned at Emilia.

“Thank you, Ruby, you are very kind.” Emilia swayed and pressed her body against Thorn’s.

“Are you sure?” Magnus asked Emilia. “You can stay here. We can make room.” 

“She’s made her decision,” Ruby told him gently.

“I am sure.” Emilia nodded. “Thank you again, Ruby.”

“We’re similar in size. Something should fit. I can come by tomorrow and take you clothes shopping if you want. There are several clothing stores in town,” Ruby offered.

“I would like to wear pants,” Emilia replied eagerly.

“Then we’ll buy you pants,” Ruby smiled brightly. “You know, Emilia, once you get used to the new world, I think you are going to fit in perfectly.”

Thorn chuckled. “I believe you might be right, Ruby.”

Emilia blushed, while Magnus looked as if he disapproved but kept his mouth shut, which was a wise move since Ruby would give him hell if he didn’t support Emilia. They walked toward the front door, but Ruby turned and placed a hand on Magnus’s chest. “Can you stay here and look after Harlan Jr.?”

“Where did Harlan and Fiona go?” he asked in confusion.

“I asked them to go back to the cave mouth and block it.” Ruby glanced sideways at Emilia. “Until we know more about that amulet and where it came from, we need to be careful.”

Thorn raised his head, suddenly alert. “Surely there’s no threat to Emilia now. The person who cast the spell and used the amulet is long dead. They must be.”

“Most likely,” Ruby replied. “But we have to be sure. Harlan suggested we move your treasure in the next few days and keep our distance from the cave for a while. Just in case.”

“In case of what?” Thorn pressed Ruby for information.

“I described the amulet to them and Harlan thinks he might have seen one like it before. But he can’t recall where.” She shrugged. “It might be nothing, but Harlan and Fiona have not lived this long by taking chances.”

Thorn considered Ruby’s words. “You’re right, we must be careful.” His throat constricted in panic. Losing Emilia wasn’t an option, he would do everything he could to keep her safe. Moving the treasure and leaving the cave empty was a good decision. “Tomorrow, I’ll set up a motion-activated camera. If anyone goes up there, we must know.”

“Agreed.” Ruby nodded, kissed Magnus on the cheek and said, “I’ll be back soon. If you’re sure you don’t mind staying.”

“I don’t mind. Anything to spare me a ride in your mechanical beast,” Magnus said. “But I prefer to travel by my own feet or wings. I’ll see you tomorrow, Emilia.” Emilia’s brother hugged her tightly and then let her go. “I’m never far away.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Magnus.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you for everything.”

“I didn’t do much,” Magnus admitted. “It was Thorn who freed you.”

“And it was you who slept next to me through all the years.” Emilia kissed his cheek and then slipped away, leaving the house with her hand in Thorn’s.

“I won’t be long,” Ruby called as she opened the door of her car and got in.

“This is a mechanical beast?” Emilia stood in front of Ruby’s Volkswagen and eyed it suspiciously.

“It’s a car. You put the key in the ignition and turn the engine over. The engine starts and then you drive it. The pedals make it stop and go, and you turn the steering wheel to change the direction you travel in.” It was a basic explanation and didn’t satisfy Emilia’s curiosity. “Once you are stronger, I can teach you all about cars. Right now, let’s get you home.”

Emilia ducked her head inside the car and assessed the interior. “There are lots of lights.”

“There are. These tell me how much fuel I’ve got and what speed we’re traveling at,” Ruby explained as Thorn reached across Emilia and pulled her seatbelt across her body. “And that keeps you safe if we crash.”

“Crash?” Emilia asked, her eyes widening. “Why would we crash?”

“We might hit a tree or another car. Or a car might hit us.” Ruby put the car into drive and moved forward slowly.

“Oh,” Emilia said gently. “We are moving.”

Ruby sped up, driving down the dirt road leading away from the house at around 10 mph. Emilia clutched the door, her fingers digging into the seat. “I see why Magnus does not like it.”

“You are safe, and we are going to go faster,” Ruby warned.

“Faster?” Excitement filled Emilia’s voice as they reached the main road and then turned right.

“I live on the stretch of the mountain between Bear Creek and Bear Bluff,” Thorn told Ruby.

“I know exactly where you live,” Ruby told him.

“You’ve been spying on me?” He feigned displeasure.

“Yes.”

Thorn gave a short laugh. “I thought you might try and deny it.”

“Why would I? You can hardly take offense when you were spying on us.” Ruby accelerated, and Emilia leaned forward, watching the lights as they illuminated the road.

“Does it go any faster?” Emilia whispered.

“It does, but not tonight and not on these roads,” Thorn said, putting his hand on her shoulder and easing her back into her seat. “Sit back there, speedy.”

“I’ve never gone this fast without wings.” Her eyes were wide as she watched the trees and bushes fly by as they drove toward his house.

“What’s that?” Emilia pointed out of the window as another car approached. “It’s heading for us.” She leaned back, her fingers curled around the seat as the car sped toward them.

“It’s okay, it’s just another car.” Thorn watched her breathe in and tilt her body away from the car. Unconsciously, she reached for his hand and gripped it tightly. As the car passed them, she burst into laughter. “Oh, Emilia, you are gonna love this world.”

And he was gonna love her. Or maybe he already did. There was a spark in his heart that was about to explode. 


Chapter Six – Emilia

The car ride shook off her fatigue and left her exhilarated. The sights and sounds of the modern world were many and varied and she wanted to explore each and every one.

With Thorn.

He was still chuckling as they got out of the car and stood in front of his house. Emilia placed her hand on the smooth metal of Ruby’s car. One day she would learn to drive one of these, too.

“Thanks, Ruby.” Thorn took the bag of clothes from the trunk of the car and slammed it shut.

“No problem. I’ll speak to you tomorrow.” She waved, and the car started to move backward.

“Look after Magnus for me,” Emilia called after her.

“I will.” With one final wave, Ruby turned the car around and drove away, leaving Emilia and Thorn standing next to each other in the darkness. “I always remembered the stars as being brighter.”

Thorn followed her gaze. “Light pollution.”

“Pollution?” Emilia asked.

“Yes, light pollution from all the street lights and buildings.” He sighed. “Maybe when you are stronger we can fly to a place I know high in the Peruvian mountains where there is no light pollution and we can look at the stars.”

“I’d like that,” Emilia said. “Although I do not know where Peru is.”

“I can give you directions.” He turned to look at the house which stood in a clearing, surrounded by trees; it was hidden away as if he didn’t want to be found. “Let’s get inside.”

“All right.” She followed him toward the steps leading up to the porch and stood waiting while he fished a key out of his pocket and unlocked the door. “Does everyone lock their door?”

“Yes.” He pushed the door open and leaned forward to switch on light, which blinded her with its brilliance. “Not everything has changed for the better.”

She stepped inside. It was warm and clean with paintings on the wall that looked so lifelike they might have been real. “Magnus was a good artist but even he could not paint such work.”

“These aren’t paintings,” Thorn told her. “They’re photographs, taken with a camera.”

“A camera.” She nodded, peering at the images before her. “What else is there?”

“So much.” He raised his eyebrows and nodded. “But the first thing I’m going to show you is the shower.”

“The warm water rain shower.” She gave him a half smile.

“You’ll like it.” He carried the bag of clothes under his arm and took her hand, leading her up the stairs.

“You carry the water upstairs?” It seemed like a lot of hard work.

“No, the water pressure pushes it up. Never mind.” He opened a door and switched on another light. The room before her was white with smooth tiles on the wall. “This is the shower.”

“And what are these?” Emilia pointed to what looked like a white bowl on the wall, and something that looked like a chair. She was certain it was a water closet but had never seen one like it, even in Perry’s mansion.

“A sink, with faucets.” Thorn switched on the faucets and the water gushed out, one hot, one cold. “And this is the toilet.”

“Inside?” she asked in wonder. “It doesn’t smell.”

“The wonder of indoor plumbing.” He showed her how it flushed. Then he opened the glass door of the shower cubicle and turned a dial. Water sprayed out in small jets and Thorn ran his hand under it until satisfied. “Nice and hot. Now if you want it cooler, you turn the dial this way toward the blue, hotter you turn it this way toward the red. I’ll put the shampoo and conditioner on here.” He reached inside and placed two bottles on a wire tray.

“Very well.” She nodded and looked down at the coat she wore. “How do I?”

“Oh, here.” He reached up and took the zipper between his finger and thumb and pulled it down until the two sides of the coat parted. She shrugged it off her shoulders and stood before him in the remains of her dress.

The very little remains of her dress. The fabric had almost disintegrated and left little to the imagination. Emilia was from an age where women kept their bodies covered from neck to feet, only a husband should see his wife naked. But she enjoyed the look of hunger in Thorn’s eyes as he looked at her body.

“I’ll go and make you something to eat. Or make a bed up. Or something.” He backed quickly out of the room, leaving her confused. Didn’t he like her? Would he have preferred a modern woman?

“Thorn.” She called his name and he ducked his head back inside the bathroom but kept his eyes fixed on her face. “What’s wrong?”

He swallowed. “Nothing. Everything is perfect. Too perfect.”

She smiled at his boyish charm. “Would you help me with my dress?”

“Your dress?” He gulped and entered the bathroom. Was he a virgin? She never considered that Thorn might be saving himself for his mate, for marriage. Perhaps he had never seen a woman naked.

“Unless you are embarrassed?” She turned to face him. “If I make you uncomfortable…”

“No.” He coughed and deepened his voice. “No, not at all. I didn’t know if you were embarrassed.”

“Of my body?” Sure, she was curvy, even her long sleep hadn’t caused her to lose that much weight. It must have been like a prolonged hibernation, with her body almost shut down like a bear in winter.

“Of me looking at you. I thought women from your time liked to…”

“Liked to what?” Her voice was low and sultry. “Thorn Manning, are you blushing?”

“Emilia Dumas, I thought you would be a wallflower.” He leaned in, his lips inches from hers.

“Are you disappointed that I’m not?” she asked, her eyes dancing as he licked his lips and stared at her mouth.

“Not at all. I like a woman who knows her own mind and isn’t afraid to go after what she wants.” He placed his hands on her waist and turned her around, dropping a soft kiss on her bare shoulders while his hands worked on the ties that held the remains of her dress in place.

Emilia leaned back against him. This wasn’t how she usually behaved around men, but he intoxicated her. She might blame it on her long sleep and her lack of human company. Or she might have to admit she wanted him. Really wanted him more than she wanted gold and treasure.

As his hands slid around her waist, and he caressed the soft flesh her breasts, she tilted her head back and rested it on his shoulder. Thorn slipped his hand under her chin and angled her face upwards. Their lips met, and she sighed as he kissed her. He awakened more than the dragon in her, he awakened the woman.

Then she pulled away, a sudden thought hitting her. “I did not behave in such a way with Perry.”

Confusion covered him. “Perry?”

“Yes.” She placed her fingers on her lips, the heat from his kiss still lingered. “I was never…loose. I never led him on.”

Thorn frowned and then his expression cleared. “I never thought that. I realize his love for you was unrequited.”

“How do you know?” Emilia asked.

“His diaries. I’ve read them. Of course, I never expected to meet you in real life. But they gave me an insight into his feelings for you.”

She looked down at her hands, which were clasped together, as she fought to control her emotions. “I would like to read them.”

Thorn nodded. “Of course. He loved you a lot.”

A tear trickled down her cheek and she wiped it away with the back of her hand, lifting her head to meet his eyes. “I know. I wish I had loved him in the way he deserved. But he wasn’t my mate and I refused to lead him on.”

“You could have had a good life with him.” Thorn had gone over the story so many times. Most women in that time would have grabbed ahold of Perry and not let him out of their grasp. He promised position and wealth. But Emilia had turned him down and paid the price.

“I could have. But it would have been a lie and he deserved better than that.” She smiled sadly. “Even after what he did, I still  for him.”

“You are an incredible woman, Emilia.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I do, from his writing.” Thorn nodded. “Do you want me to finish undoing your dress?”

“Yes, please.” She turned her back to him. Even though she could rip the rest of the dress off, she wanted to preserve it as much as possible. As Thorn finished undoing the ties, she eased the dress off. “This was my mother’s. It was her favorite dress that she kept for special occasions.”

His fingertips trailed over her skin. “I’m sorry. You must miss her.”

Emilia held her chemise in place, not sure if it would fall apart, too. “She was already dead. Perry had no part in her death.” Touching his face with her fingers, she followed the contours of his face. “You are very much like Perry.”

“I don’t think I am.”

“Yes, you are. The same eyes, the same depth of emotions. Only this time it’s real.” She moved closer to him, wanting to feel the heat of his body. Sleep had been lonely.

“Emilia, you need time to process all of this.” He lowered his head, his tongue sliding out to moisten his lips.

“I’ve had so much time.” Slipping her hand over his shoulder, she pressed her body to his and pulled his head down toward her. Their lips met, a brief kiss that seared her lips. Maybe she had to remind herself this was real. Words were not enough. The betrayal at Perry’s hands had inflicted a deep wound on her soul that made it hard to trust.

Each time she touched Thorn, each time they kissed, it healed that wound just a little bit. Over time she hoped his love and the bond they shared would heal her completely.

“You should shower,” Thorn said, his voice rough with emotion.

“I should.” She stepped back from him. “Thank you.”

“For what?” His forehead creased as he watched her.

“Being patient.”

He nodded. “I don’t want us to rush into anything either one of us will regret. We have forever. Let’s take our time and enjoy it.”

“Right now, I am going to enjoy your shower.” Emilia held her hand under the running water. It was warm and inviting.

“I’ll be downstairs.” Thorn left the bathroom, closing the door behind him. She instantly felt the loss of his presence. For so long she’d been alone, unconsciously yearning for company. Man, or beast, she would not have cared.

A shiver passed through her despite the warmth of the bathroom. The water steamed up the mirror and hung in the air as she peeled off the rest of her clothes and set them down on a wicker chair in the corner of the bathroom. Padding barefoot back toward the hot stream of water, she put her right foot under the water and then tentatively set it down on the floor. Sliding the rest of her body into the small square enclosure, she shut the door and then stepped under the water. It cascaded over her head and soaked her body. Heavenly. She doubted she would find anything in this modern world to compete with a hot shower.

A giggle bubbled up inside her and erupted as she brushed her wet hair back from her face. As she rubbed her hands over her face, she remembered the promise of shampoo and soap. To her left, a wire shelf held various bottles including those Ruby had given her. Reaching for the first one, Emilia flipped off the cap and the smell of oranges and bergamot assailed her senses. She’d smelled the same scent on Thorn.

Looking at the bottle, she read the word shampoo and tipped some into her hand. Massaging it into her hair, she reveled in the soft silky suds. Even her mother’s homemade herbal soaps and shampoos were never this good. Ducking under the hot water once more, she rinsed the suds off and then washed it again, working up a good lather. After four centuries or more asleep, she could indulge herself just a little.

“What next?” Picking up another bottle, she read conditioner. The picture on the bottle was of a woman with smooth, untangled hair. If modern women used conditioner then so would she.

Next, she found a liquid soap for showers and washed her body. From head to foot she scrubbed until her skin tingled but at last as she stepped out of the shower and dried herself on a soft white towel, Emilia was certain she had washed away the dirt accumulated over the centuries.

Slipping into a dark blue robe made of the same fabric as the towels, she stood before the steamed-up mirror and wiped it dry, so she could look at herself. Not bad for an ancient dragon. Her complexion was clear, if a little pale, her lips were full and red and when she pulled her lips back, she was relieved to see her teeth had not blackened and decayed.

Forget-me-nots. Her mother had always said she had eyes the color of forget-me-nots, which she planted in their garden to remind them of their father. A lump of emotion welled in Emilia’s throat. She would never forget the people from her past. Her mother and their friends. The storekeepers in Bear Creek whom she visited to sell her wares. Honey from their beehives, excess vegetables from the garden. Anything to make their lives easier.

But they were happy. Only the fear of being discovered as a dragon shifter dented that happiness.

“Emilia.” Thorn’s voice and the accompanying knock on the door made her jump.

“Yes.” She pulled the robe tight around her neck and swung around to face the door, haunted by the residual memory of her father.

“Just checking that you were okay. I’ve made some vegetable broth. I thought it would be light on your stomach.”

She stepped toward the door on tiptoes and turned the knob, pulling the door open and peeking through the gap. “I have no nightgown.”

Thorn’s gaze dropped down to her body. “You’re fine like that. As soon as you’ve eaten we can find you something to wear to bed. I probably have a T-shirt you can use.”

“A T-shirt?” She raised her eyebrows.

“One of these.” He plucked at the stretchy shirt he wore. It looked comfortable, not a buttoned-up, stiff-collared shirt like those worn by the men in her past. Plus, the difference in height between Thorn and Emilia meant it would come down to her knees.

“Great.” She smiled awkwardly and then stepped out of the bathroom, her toes wiggling as they came into contact with the plush carpet. “So soft.”

“Carpet.” He gave her a sidelong look. “When you’re feeling better, I would love to sit down and listen to you tell me about life back then.”

“My life would be very drab compared to yours. No hot showers and carpets. We had to fetch water from the well and couldn’t even afford rugs for the floor of the cottage. Instead, we used dried reeds cut from the river bank.” Emilia looked down at the carpet, and then at the lights hanging from the ceiling. “This world of yours is so clean.”

“I’d still love to hear about yours.” He turned and walked toward the stairs and she followed. “I’ve always had a keen interest in history. Maybe because of my family’s links to Bear Creek.”

“Is that why you know about relics and antiquities?” Emilia inhaled, the smell of soup making her stomach gurgle. She could eat for a week and still not be full.

“Yes. I spent many hours reading the journals of Peregrine Manning and those who followed him. It seems his habit of writing a journal was passed down through my family.” He took her to the kitchen and pulled out a chair at the wooden table. She sat down, and he placed two bowls on the polished wooden surface and ladled soup into them both.

“Do you keep a journal?” she asked, picking up her spoon and dipping it into the thick vegetable broth. It was hot, and she blew on it before remembering her manners and setting the spoon down.

“Not hungry?” Thorn sat down across the table from her, picked up his spoon and went to ladle it into his mouth. “Do you feel okay?” he asked, his spoon hovering in the air.

“Okay. Yes. It’s hot.” Her mouth watered as the aroma tickled her tastebuds. She picked up her spoon again.

“Blow on it.” He blew lightly on his own soup.

She copied him, happy to learn she was not supposed to pretend to be something she was not. When she and Magnus first mixed with the upper classes, Perry insisted they learned etiquette. Neither Emilia nor Magnus enjoyed these lessons but if they were to navigate society and gain more commissions for Magnus to paint portraits, they had to blend in. Or at least not stand out.

However, when they were alone in their small cottage, they would leave etiquette at the door. Her favorite memories were of the two of them eating rice with their fingers after Magnus met a man from the Orient at Perry’s house. Emilia never met him, but according to Perry, the man, Chin-something, she could not recall exactly, had been all over the world. The only time Emilia had seen him from afar, Chin had looked at her in such a way her skin crawled.

“I lost you for a moment.” Thorn’s voice brought her out of her reverie.

“I have so many memories.” She looked down at her bowl, her appetite all but gone.

“Give yourself time.” Thorn cut a thick chunk of bread and handed it to her. “Here.”

“Thank you.” She took it and broke a piece off. Dipping it in her soup, she ate, forcing down each mouthful. Before she had eaten half a bowl of soup, she was full. “I’m not as hungry as I thought.”

“Your stomach probably contracted. Little and often and you’ll soon feel better.” He got up and cleared the table, while Emilia thought back to the man from the Orient. “I think I know who might have put us to sleep.”

The bowls clattered into the sink. “Who?” Thorn returned to his seat and took her hands in his.

“There was a man who came to stay in Bear Creek for a month or more before it happened. He didn’t like me. Not that he actually met me. But the way he looked at me. I believe he might have had something to do with the spell.” A sudden tiredness swept over her.

“Did you see him that day? The day you went to sleep,” Thorn asked gently.

Emilia shook her head. “The last person I remember was Perry. He told me he would keep me safe. Then I fell asleep.”

“Sleep is what we both need.” Thorn stood up and pulled her to her feet. “Come on, I’ll show you to your room.”

Emilia followed like an obedient child, climbing the stairs wearily as her eyes grew heavy and each step harder. When they reached the top of the stairs, Thorn turned right and led her along the hallway to the second door on the right. “Here, I made the bed up for you.”

She stood in the doorway while he entered. “Am I not sleeping with you?” It wasn’t the sort of question a woman usually asked a man on their first meeting. But she didn’t want to be alone.

“I didn’t know what you preferred.” He spoke gently as he turned to face her. “This is new for me, too. I don’t invite women back to my house every day. And since you are my first, and only ever, mate and the first woman I’ve met from the seventeenth century, I didn’t want to offend you.”

“You could not offend me.” She looked behind him to the bed made up with fresh sheets, and then stepped backward. “I would rather not be alone.”

“I can understand that.” He walked toward her, and heat crept through her body. “This way.”

He reached for her hand and she followed him back along the hallway to the first door on the right. He opened it and reached in to switch on the light, revealing a large bed, more than big enough for two.

She let go of his hand and walked to the bed, pressing down on it. “So soft.” Turning around, she sat down and then lay down, resting her head on the mattress. “It’s like sleeping on a cloud.”

He chuckled. “Get under the covers. I need to use the bathroom.”

Emilia watched him leave the room, then lifted the covers and climbed beneath them. Even blankets were different, the bed warmed up quickly as if trapping the heat of her body beneath it.

“Here’s a T-shirt that should fit,” Thorn said as he came back into the room and pulled open a drawer.

She took it from him, tore off the robe under the covers and wrestled her arms into the T-shirt. He watched in amusement and then stripped off his clothes, leaving only his undergarments on to cover his dignity, then he slid under the covers.

Emilia lay back with her head on the pillow and the covers pulled right up to her chin. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. The nearness of his body stirred the woman in her, but she was not ready to make love to him. She held her breath as he turned toward her, his hand slipping across her stomach.

“Breathe,” he whispered in her ear.

She let out her pent-up breath, feeling like a stupid naive girl.

“Good night, Emilia.” He kissed her cheek lightly and then lay his head down on the pillow.

“Good night, Thorn,” she whispered, unsure how she would ever sleep with him so close. A flame burned for him, hot and needy, the temptation to turn to him and touch him, to show him how much she wanted him was almost too much.

Yet her eyes soon closed, and she slipped into sleep, her last thought was that she hoped she would wake in the morning and not in another century.


Chapter Seven – Thorn

He lay awake for hours listening to her breathing and hoping she would not fall back under the spell that had controlled her for centuries. How would he live if she didn’t wake?

Other thoughts haunted him. Mainly concerning his ancestor Peregrine Manning. What kind of man did that to a woman he loved? And Magnus, too. He’d been caught up in Perry’s jealousy and sent to sleep, too.

The same blood flowed through Thorn’s veins. Was there a weakness in the genetic make-up?

If there was, it is now broken, his bear told him.

How? Thorn asked.

You have shifter blood in your veins. Perry did not. His bear huffed at Thorn. Now sleep, tomorrow you will need your strength and a clear head.

For what? Thorn asked.

It is our duty to ensure Emilia and her treasure are safe. His bear settled down to sleep, resting his head on his large front paws and closing his eyes.

Thorn tried to do the same, but still sleep eluded him. Something about the whole situation bothered him. As he eventually drifted off the sleep, he realized what it was. The amulet. The dragon and runes carved into the surface to produce the barrier, which in turn fed off the Jewel of Avantar.

He’d heard of it before. Somewhere deep in his mind was the key to this puzzle, all he had to do was remember.

When the mid-morning sun flooded the room, he opened his eyes to the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. Not the Negev Desert or the Kirkjufell Mountain could compare to the woman who lay by his side. With the back of his hand, he stroked her upper arm. Emilia stirred, and relief flooded him when she opened her eyes. For a moment she was lost in a sea of confusion but then awareness of him, of where she was, swept that confusion away.

“Did you sleep okay?” Thorn asked.

“Yes.” She stretched. “I’m starving.”

He chuckled as he slipped out of bed and grabbed his clothes. “I’ll put some breakfast on. Come down when you’re ready.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek, not expecting her to grab his face and pull him back onto the bed.

“Kiss me. I want to know this isn’t a dream.” Her breath caressed his shoulder as he leaned forward to press his lips to the swell of her breast, before he cupped her face in his hand and slid closer.

“This is not a dream,” he assured her. Their lips met, and he kissed her, softly at first but as a different kind of hunger filled him, their kiss deepened. Nipping her bottom lip, he cupped her breast in his hand and rubbed his thumb against the hardened bud of her nipple. She groaned and pressed herself closer to him.

He wanted to claim her right here, right now. To brand her with his body and make her his for eternity. 

He dragged the covers off her body and ran his hand along her soft belly and lower. Emilia opened her thighs and he slipped his hand down to caress her mound, pinching and rubbing her there. She gasped against his mouth and her hand threaded between their bodies to curl around his hard length. Moving her hand up and down, she stroked his cock through the fabric of his shorts.

“Fuck,” he ground out. Impossibly hard, his cock strained to break free. Did she know the effect she had on him?

“Make love to me, Thorn.”

“I thought you wanted food,” he asked lamely.

“So did I,” Emilia told him. “But I want to feel you inside me to know I’m alive.”

“We don’t need to make love to know you’re alive.” He kissed her neck, nipping the sensitive flesh with his teeth. “You can feel the bond between us that tells you we’re real, right here, right now.”

“What if it’s a dream?” Emilia buried her face into the hollow of his neck and sobbed. “What if all of it is a dream? How can I tell if I haven’t finally lost my mind and convinced myself I’m awake when really I’m still stuck in that cave?”

“Because I’m here.” He held her hand against his chest. “My heart beats for you and only you.”

Emilia stroked his face and kissed his lips. “I want you, Thorn. I want to celebrate life. I want to make a life.”

He gave her a crooked smile. “I never expected to be the one holding back when I met my mate. But I don’t want you to regret this.”

“I never would. You told me that maybe it was fate that made Perry put us to sleep. That I was waiting to meet you and Magnus was waiting to meet Ruby. Well, if I believe that then I have to believe this is meant to be. You and me.”

He kissed her lips, his hand sliding down her body to curl around the hem of his T-shirt and pull it up. She lifted her arms and he yanked the T-shirt over her head, throwing it to the floor. Immediately, he cupped her breast in his hand and rubbed his thumb over her taut nipple. Emilia responded by pulling his shorts down and caressing his cock with her hand.

The tension in his body grew, he was going to come before he’d even entered her. He covered her hand with his and reluctantly stilled her touch. Then he moved to slide down her body until he nestled between her thighs.

Easing her knees apart, he lowered his head and kissed her mound, flicking his tongue out to stimulate her clit. Emilia pulled her knees up and let them flop to the side. He inhaled her scent, all woman, all his. Running his finger along her sex, he parted her outer lips and pushed inside her. She gasped and threaded her fingers through his hair, encouraging him. Although, Thorn needed no encouragement. With his hardened length pressed against the bed, he tried to ignore his own need and concentrate on Emilia’s instead.

Working his finger inside her, he grazed her inner walls, while his mouth tortured her sensitive bundle of nerves. Kissing, licking, hard and soft, he drove her toward the inevitable. She writhed beneath him, her back arched as she moaned, a primal sound of a woman in the throes of passion.

Wild and unashamed, she told him what she liked with her voice and guided him with her hands. He pushed two fingers inside her and fingered her roughly, his teeth grazing her clit. There. She sobbed and her back arched and her hand covered Thorn’s as he curled his finger, searching for the sensitive spot inside Emilia that would send her over the edge.

“Oh,” she sighed. “Oh.” Her voice grew higher in pitch and then she came, her body rigid as her orgasm hit her and then she softened, her sex throbbing and pulsing around his fingers. Thorn didn’t let up; he drove his mate on, unrelenting as she came.

With the taste of her on his tongue, he kissed her soft belly, working his way back up her body, wanting to bury himself in her hot sweet sex and fill her with his seed. She spoke about making a life, and the need to procreate with Emilia was too intense to ignore.

“Bear or dragon?” he asked as he sucked her nipple into his mouth and rolled his tongue around the taut bud.

“Dragon,” she sighed and guided his hard length toward her entrance. “Dragons are stronger.”

He took hold of her wrists and pinned them above her head as he flexed his hips and thrust into her. “Really?” He kissed her mouth, then nipped her bottom lip before sucking on her nipple while his hips circled, stretching her, bringing her inevitably toward her second orgasm.

Emilia wrapped her thighs around him and urged him on, she was wild with abandon, unlike any woman he’d ever known. If he’d expected a meek maiden, he was wrong. She might have wanted to hide her dragon away from the world, but she had not hidden herself. Sexy, confident, in charge of her own pleasure, she brought him to his knees.

When Thorn finally came, he jerked into her, his seed spurting deep inside. His fingers tightened around the bed covers and he cried out until the tension in his body broke and he lay spent in her arms.

“What a way to wake up.” He held her close, her head resting on his chest.

“It is a requirement you must meet every morning if you are to be a dragon shifter’s mate.” Emilia stroked his chest, making small circles over his skin that made him want her all over again.

“A requirement.” He chuckled. “I think I can accommodate you.”

She giggled. “I like you, Thorn Manning.” Sinewy yet soft, she crawled out of the tangle of covers and straddled his thighs.

“You take my breath away.” He ran his hands over her shoulders and then lower to stroke her breasts, stimulating her nipples with the palms of his hands.

Emilia leaned forward, her hair tickling his chest as she kissed him. “I want us to be happy, Thorn.”

“Should I give you my list of requirements?” he asked, his expression serious.

“You can, but a dragon does not obey.” She nipped his bottom lip, and her hand curled around his cock, which sprung to attention.

Lifting herself up on her knees, she hovered over him, before lowering herself down slowly, completely in control of not only her own pleasure but his, too. Inch by incredible inch, she took him inside her warm heated sex until she was completely impaled on his hard length.

Thorn closed his eyes, lost for a moment to the intense sensations flooding his body. Her hips circled around and around as she rode him, while her fingers stroked his chest, soft and light, then hard, as she curled her fingers and raked his skin.

He lifted his hips off the bed, thrusting upward. He needed to be inside her and all around her. Thorn sat up and held her in his arms while she rode him. She rocked back and forth, her eyes locked with his as she took him to the brink of his orgasm and sent him soaring over the edge. In that moment they were both dragons, flying together over the mountains wild and free.

He placed his hands on her hips and jerked upwards, deep, as deep as he could, his essence flooding her, his one aim to put a child in her belly.

Crashed and burned. She left him sated and spent.

“I need to eat.” She kissed his chest, her fingers circling his nipples. “Shall we make breakfast together?”

He wrapped his arm around her waist and used his body weight to change positions, so she lay on the bed beneath him. “You hold your own enchantments, Emilia. A sorceress with powers over men.”

She stiffened beneath him as he kissed her neck and inhaled her scent. “Only you, Thorn.”

He lifted his head, drunk on desire. “Hey, I didn’t mean anything.”

She stroked his cheek with the back of her fingers. “I never made love with Perry. I want you to know I never led him on. He was a good friend and I didn’t want to ruin that.”

He inched back away from her. “It wouldn’t have mattered to me if you had. You were a single woman, he was a single man. I know from his journal he didn’t father a child until ten years after you and Magnus disappeared. The marriage was described as loveless. He married to spawn an heir, no more.”

She sighed and sat up, wrapping her arms around him. “I wished him happiness. It would have been easier to bear if I thought he had found a woman to love who truly loved him in return.”

“Maybe he didn’t think he deserved love. But his child, Harry Manning, he found the real thing, he was the mate of a bear shifter. From Harry onwards, my ancestors found their true mate and enjoyed long, happy lives.”

“Come, Thorn, let us eat and put all thoughts of Perry behind us.” She slid out of bed, pulling on the blue robe. He joined her, dragging his jeans on over his shorts.

Together they went downstairs, and he made a pot of coffee and introduced Emilia to the pleasure of electricity and running water in the kitchen. Half an hour later they had eaten a large breakfast of eggs and bacon, and drank two cups of coffee, which appeared to have an effect on Emilia who looked wide-eyed and ready to take on the world.

As they washed the dishes and cleaned the kitchen, Thorn’s phone rang. Grabbing a towel, he quickly dried his hands, then grabbed it out of his pocket and answered it. “Hello. Oh, hi, Ruby. No, we’re not busy. Yes, we slept well.”

Emilia gave him a secret smile from under her long eyelashes, her honey-blonde hair spilling over the blue robe that was much too big for her. As he listened to Ruby, he longed to drag the robe off her shoulders and take her here on his kitchen table. Sex had never been a high priority in his life, not because he had a low sex drive, but because there was always a part of him that remained unfulfilled. However, with his mate here and very available, he wanted to bury himself inside her at every opportunity.

He forced himself to listen to Ruby’s voice and answer coherently. “Sure, we’ll meet you in town in half an hour.” He ended the call and put his phone in his pocket before speaking to Emilia, “Since you can’t go into town in my robe, let’s see if any of Ruby’s clothes fit.”

Resisting her naked body proved difficult, but he managed to keep his cock in his pants while she tried on the clothes Ruby had loaned her. Settling for a pair of worn denim jeans and a loose-fitting shirt, they were in his truck and heading for town in twenty minutes.

Emilia sat back in her seat looking like she belonged. “Can we look at the museum, too?”

“Sure.” He switched on the radio which fascinated Emilia.

“So many different songs.” She turned the dial, having insisted he tell her how the music box worked. “These people just hang around and sing all day?”

“No, they are all recorded, and the different radio stations have copies of them which they play over the air.” He turned into the main street and looked for a place to park.

“Recorded. How?”

“Like a photograph only for sound.” He gave her a simple explanation. There was no way they had time to cover CDs and downloads.

“Wow.” She tapped her foot to a pop tune. “I like it.”

“When we get time, I’ll take you to a club where we can dance.” He switched off the engine, disappointment registering on her face as the music ended.

“Like a ball?” she asked. He got out of the truck and went around to open the passenger door and helped her out.

“Something like that. Only less formal.” She jumped out and stood in front of him, her body pressed against his. “There’s Ruby.”

Emilia cocked her head to the side. “Thorn Manning, I can read your mind.”

He shuffled his feet and looked at the ground. “I am not sure how I’m going to get through today without taking you somewhere quiet and…”

Emilia put her fingers to his lips. “You must learn the art of self-control.”

He chuckled. “Until you woke up last night, I was the master of self-control. Today I feel as if I’m the one who’s been asleep for a couple of centuries and have a lot of making up to do.”

He slipped his arm around her waist and hoped no one looked at his bulging crotch, which was a little uncomfortable. Attempting to look relaxed, despite the tension in his body, he guided Emilia along the street to where Ruby was waiting outside a clothing store. Emilia walked slowly, her eyes glued to each of the stores they passed.

“So many pretty things.” She stared into the grocery store. “So much food.”

“Before we eat again, you need some clothes.” They reached Ruby, who looked amused.

“You two make such a cute couple. You know when we met, Thorn, I thought you were a bad guy who was going to cause so much trouble for us. Fiona even offered to bite your head off.” Ruby spoke in a conversational tone, but he believed her.

“Now I’m part of the family.” He held up his hands and grinned. “I could call you sister.”

“You could, but if you do, I’ll bite your head off,” Ruby replied sweetly and linked arms with Emilia. “This way. My clothes might fit you, but you need clothes of your own. My treat.” She looked over her shoulder to Thorn. “Are you coming with us or shall we meet up somewhere after?”

“I’ll leave you two ladies to shop while I catch up on some work at the museum. We’ll meet back there after you’ve finished. My office is upstairs.” He nodded.

“Deal.” Emilia gave him a lingering look as she walked away. The invisible thread that joined them stretched out but remained strong and unbreakable despite the distance between them.

Thorn watched the two ladies enter the store then swung around and ran across the road, turning left to head toward the museum. The building loomed large as he approached, its carved stone gargoyles looking down on him. When Perry built the original house, he’d added in Gothic architecture like most rich people at the time. The front approach to the museum featured impressive arches and ornate abbey windows, while the roof was domed, almost like a church, but with a turret room on either side.

This had always been one of his favorite places, entering the ornate wooden doors was like coming home. Thorn stood for a moment outside the grand entrance and looked up at the building, then he pushed open the heavy wooden door and went inside. It was early, but there were a few people mingling around, mostly older people from the community who gathered here to talk and reminisce over a cup of coffee, surrounded by the history of the town.

“Morning, Thorn, I didn’t expect to see you today.” Mr. Tully was a volunteer who came in each morning to help at the museum. A retired history teacher who had taught Thorn in high school, Mr. Tully had never found his mate and came to the museum each day to fill the empty hours of his life. 

Until yesterday, Thorn had half convinced himself that when he was ready to hang up his explorer hat, this was the fate that awaited him. The life of a bachelor, no wife, no family. Today, he knew better and was acutely aware of exactly what Mr. Tully had missed out on.

“Morning, Mr. Tully. How are you today?”

“Not as good as you, Thorn. Did you have another interesting find since yesterday?”

Thorn smiled broadly. “You could say that.” He kept walking as Mr. Tully fell in step with him.

“Care to share?” Mr. Tully asked eagerly. Thorn wasn’t ready to tell Mr. Tully about the dragons, or Emilia, or her treasure, but he could do with some help digging in the museum archives. One of Mr. Tully’s favorite places.

“Yes, you might be just the man I need.” Thorn hid a smile as Mr. Tully’s face lit up enthusiastically. “I remembered seeing a drawing or a painting of an amulet. It had runes carved into the back and runes covering it. I can’t be more specific than that.” It had been dark in the cave and Thorn hadn’t gotten a good look at the amulet before Emilia drew the cover over it to shut off the barrier. When he had time, he would have to take the amulet way up into the mountains and open it. Only then could he study the inner workings of the amulet in more detail and try to figure out where it came from. Perhaps Perry had it specially made?

Mr. Tully frowned, also deep in thought as he rubbed his chin. “I think I’ve seen a drawing. In the basement.” He looked up brightly. “I can go and ferret it out for you if you want.”

“Thank you, unless you have anything else to do?” Thorn wanted to go through Peregrine Manning’s journals and see if there was any mention of this Oriental man Emilia recalled around the time of the spell being cast.

Mr. Tully’s eyes darted eagerly toward the door leading down into the basement, then he sighed. “As soon as one of the other volunteers arrives, I’ll get right on it. The basement is my favorite place in the museum, so much history that people never see.”

“When I first started work here, I spent hours going through the basement. Perhaps if you come across anything that we could make a display out of, let me know and I’ll see what I can do.” He smiled and nodded his thanks to his old teacher, before heading for his office, which was a small room in one of the turrets. After the basement, this was his favorite place in the museum. His own private space where he kept all his maps and research along with the journals of family members that had been passed down through the generations.

And it was here he was certain he would find an answer to the question of who actually cast the spell on Emilia and Magnus.

 


Chapter Eight – Emilia

They left the clothes store over an hour after they entered it. On her arms, Emilia carried bags filled with everything she could possibly need, from undergarments to T-shirts and jeans, plus a couple of dresses and three pairs of shoes.

She loved them. But Emilia also missed her pretty long dresses and the ribbons she wore in her hair. Ladies today were more practical. Perhaps she could buy some fabric and make a dress of her own in the style of her choice.

A lump rose in her throat as she lifted her head and surveyed the main street running through Bear Creek and the museum building in the distance.

“Are you okay?” Ruby asked, noting Emilia’s pale face.

“Yes.” She snapped out of her daydream. “I was just remembering what Bear Creek looked like last time I stood here.” A stray tear trickled down her cheek and she wiped it away. “It’s so silly.”

“No, no, it’s not,” Ruby said kindly. “Listen, before we go and find Thorn, why don’t we go and get a coffee and something to eat? You look all done in.”

Her heart ached to see Thorn, to feel the comfort of his presence, but her stomach rumbled at the thought of food. “I would like that. If it is not too much trouble.”

Ruby smothered a smile. “We must work on your speech.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Emilia asked quickly, her hand over her mouth.

“Nothing is wrong with it.” Ruby’s forehead creased as she searched for words. “Magnus was the same. It’s not wrong, it’s just different and we don’t want you drawing too much attention.”

“Ah, I understand.” They walked along the sidewalk until they reached a… “What’s this place?” Emilia shortened her words.

“A diner.” Ruby opened the door and held it open for Emilia. “Coming?”

“Is this like an inn or a tavern?” Emilia asked as she stepped into the diner. It was clean and bright, filled with an incredible aroma of coffee.

“Not exactly.” Ruby led them to a table and sat down. “There’s a pub, at the end of the street. The Horse and Wagon.”

Emilia’s face lit up. “I remember it. People would come in on the fast coach and stay there overnight on their way to Reamington.”

Ruby watched Emilia closely. “You and Magnus hold so much of the past inside you. The real past, not the history that is gleaned from trying to piece the era together with fragments of paintings and written accounts.”

Emilia looked down at her fingers, which were clasped together. “It’s strange to talk about it as if it were long ago when to me it was only yesterday.” Emilia looked up as a serving wench came to take their order.

“I can’t imagine what that’s like,” Ruby replied.

“What can I get you?” The woman smiled brightly.

“Two coffees and a couple of muffins, please, Betsy.” Ruby placed the order, then added, “Chocolate, I think.” 

“Coming right up.” Betsy smiled at Emilia, who smiled back amiably. It was obvious Betsy wanted to ask who Ruby’s friend was, but she slipped back to the kitchen with her questions unanswered.

“Betsy likes to know everything and everyone. When it’s tourist season, she spends as much time talking to her customers as she does serving them. But it’s her diner and her choice.” Ruby leaned back in her seat.

“What are tourists?” Emilia asked then lowered her voice. “Are they a kind of shifter?”

Ruby gave a short laugh and shook her head. “No, a tourist is someone who travels from their home to another place in the world to spend a couple of weeks on vacation. We get a lot of hikers who come to spend time on the mountains. Many shifters come to Bear Creek, so they can shift and explore. Tourism brings business to Bear Creek.”

Emilia nodded. “I see.” She looked up as Betsy returned with a pot of coffee and two cups.

“Here we are, ladies.” Betsy poured the coffee. “How is your family, Ruby?”

“Good, thanks.” Ruby glanced at Emilia, and then back to the coffee cups.

“I heard you found your mate.” Betsy lowered her voice as she spoke, her eyes flickering to Emilia.

“I did.” Ruby pressed her lips together as if trying to stop herself from talking. She was a private person who didn’t like answering questions about herself. Emilia understood her feelings. Maybe it was a dragon shifter thing.

“And is this one of your mate’s relatives?” Betsy inquired.

“She’s his sister.” Ruby’s brow furrowed, and she looked at Emilia apologetically.

“Oh, how nice.” Betsy hung around, looking at the bags Emilia had stashed under the table filled with her new clothes. “And where are you from?”

Color rose in Emilia’s cheeks. What was she supposed to say? Whatever her answer was, she would have to lie. If she said Bear Creek, it would open herself up to more questions.

“Himalayas,” Ruby blurted out. “She lives close to Helena. You know, Alex’s mom.”

“Oh.” Betsy reeled backward as if she’d been hit. “I know Helena.”

Ruby picked up her coffee and sipped it as Betsy made her way back to the counter. She returned almost immediately with two muffins. “Thank you, Betsy, they look delicious.”

“Enjoy.” Betsy scurried away, leaving Ruby chuckling.

“What is so funny?” Emilia asked.

“Sapphi told me she brought Helena here for coffee last time she was in Bear Creek and something happened that frightened Betsy. Maybe we should tell her you are a dragon, too, and she’ll stop asking questions.” Ruby placed her cup down on the table and tackled her muffin.

Emilia toyed with hers before breaking a piece off and eating it. “This is like heaven on a plate.”

“Isn’t it?” Ruby asked, taking a big bite.

“Who is Sapphi?” Emilia asked.

“Sapphi is my sister. She recently met her mate, Alex.”

“And Alex’s mom is Helena?” Emilia nodded as she swallowed. “And they are dragons?”

“Yes, they are dragons. It’s strange to think that you and Magnus were alive at the same time as Fiona, Harlan, and Helena. If you hadn’t slept, you and Magnus would have been a lot older.”

“Fate.” Emilia savored the word in the same way she savored her chocolate muffin. No matter which way she looked at it, fate had stepped in so that Emilia and Magnus could be here at just the right time. There was no way to tell if they would have survived the last four hundred years or more if they had not been under the Ancient Slumber spell.

“Here’s to fate.” Ruby raised her coffee cup and Emilia did the same.

“To fate.” Emilia drank her coffee, letting go of her sorrow. The past was the past, it could not be changed. It was easier to learn to live with it than to fight what could not be beaten. Time marched on and even a ferocious dragon could not turn back the clock.

By the time they left the diner, and Emilia once more stood looking at the museum, which she had visited many times as Perry’s guest, she held forgiveness in her heart. Only by forgiving Perry could she be free of him.

They crossed the street, taking care to avoid the cars that drove along the main street where wagon wheels once rolled behind horses. The sights and sounds, and of course smells, were so different. No traders shouting their wares, no ladies in long skirts and petticoats. And not a bonnet in sight! Emilia threaded her fingers through her long blonde hair and shook it back from her shoulders. She did not miss the tight bodices either.

When they reached the museum, she stared up at the building. Behind the ornate wooden doors, she expected to see the house Perry lived in. Instead, there were clear cabinets holding bones and tools from the past, and images telling the history of the area. People mingled in front of the exhibits, where she had once danced at a ball.

“Are you okay?” Ruby asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Ghosts from the past, they are all around me.” She forced a smile on her face. “Shall we find Thorn?”

“Yes.” Ruby raised an eyebrow expectantly. “Can you find him?”

Emilia frowned. “How am I expected to find him?”

“He’s your mate. Can you sense him?” Ruby studied Emilia as she asked the question.

“I don’t know.” Emilia looked inside herself, trying to focus on the bond between them that stretched out like an invisible cord. If she pulled on that cord, she could sense his presence somewhere up above them. “This way.”

Emilia led them to the stairs and looked upward. When Perry lived here, a huge crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling over the staircase. Now it was replaced by a replica, the lights artificial, just like her life.

What was real? Who was real? The people who she’d once known or those she had just met?

“I want to show you something.” When they reached the top of the staircase, Ruby took her hand and pulled her toward a gallery which displayed paintings. “There’s a couple here that Magnus painted.”

“Really?” Emilia followed, intrigued to see her brother’s paintings still here in the house where it all began. “Oh.”

“Magnus remembers painting this.” Ruby indicated the portrait of Peregrine Manning that hung amongst other paintings donated by him.

“I remember it.” She touched her hand to her side. “It was while I was recuperating after I’d been stabbed.”

“Magnus told me.” Ruby’s voice was gentle as she stood back while Emilia stared at the portrait of the man she thought she knew so well.

“We were such good friends, I didn’t realize he wanted more until it was too late.” She smiled wistfully. “He changed our lives and in my own way I loved him.”

“But not in the way he wanted. It wasn’t your fault, Emilia. You are ruled by more than your head or your heart.”

“Fate. That small word. We hold fate responsible for so much. But I could have lived with him as his wife. I could have loved him. Goodness knows many women alive in those times married for less.” Emilia sighed, her heart aching.

“You are not the same as those women. If you had married him and met your mate it would have been so much harder for him. And for you.” Ruby hooked her hand under Emilia’s arm. “I wanted to show you this.”

Emilia sidestepped and stood before a painting of the woman she used to be. “Me?”

Ruby peered closer. “You are wearing the same dress in the painting as the one you wore when you woke up.”

“It was my mother’s. I wore it as best.” Emilia lifted her hand and pressed her fingers to the glass. There she was, young, naive and full of hope, but weighed down by the burden of who she was. What she was. “The cottage is gone.”

“The ruins are still there, we visited it a few days ago.” Ruby’s voice betrayed her emotions. “Magnus…”

“I can imagine how he feels. It was our home.” Emilia stared at the painting, remembering the day as if it were yesterday. Magnus had just arrived home after two weeks away painting a portrait for a member of parliament. He was tired but so happy to be back at the cottage.

After a drink and some food, he’d lounged on the grass by the side of the river, paintbrush in hand, painting the roses around the door of the cottage which were in full bloom. Their mother had planted them when they first arrived at the cottage and had tended them every day throughout her life there. On her death, Emilia had taken it upon herself to keep the roses alive and blooming. Sweet, red roses, she could almost smell them as she closed her eyes and remembered the warmth of the sun on her skin.

“Perhaps it could be your home once more,” Ruby suggested. “If Thorn owns the land, then he could rebuild it for you to live in.”

“He said no one was allowed to live there,” Emilia murmured. Magnus had painted the cottage and the roses while she was inside cleaning. When she left the cool interior and came out into the sun, he’d called, stop. She’d giggled as he changed position and painted her onto the canvas to stand among the red blooms. His brush had moved as if it were a part of him.

“Why do you think Perry did that?” Ruby asked, glancing from the portrait of Perry to the one of the cottage.

“I don’t know.” There was a lot about Perry she did not know.

“I think it was because he could not bear the thought of anyone else living there. But you are not someone else, are you? That cottage was yours.” Ruby sighed. “Magnus would love to see it rebuilt. He never said anything, but I could tell he hated seeing it in ruins.”

“It was our home and we were happy there.” Emilia dragged her attention back to the room. “Let’s find Thorn.”

She turned her back on the paintings, shutting Perry out of her mind as she followed her senses that led her to Thorn.

“Are you sure he’s up there?” Ruby asked from the bottom of a spiral staircase.

“Absolutely.” Emilia grasped her bags filled with clothes and began to climb the spiral staircase. Round and round she followed the stairs that led to her mate.

When she got to the top, she found him standing in the open doorway, waiting for them. “I didn’t realize the time had passed so quickly.”

“We have indulged in retail therapy,” Emilia told him proudly, holding up the store bags for him to see. “That’s what Ruby called our trip to the store.”

Thorn chuckled. “Yes, you have.”

“And what have you been doing?” Ruby asked, peering over his shoulder.

“I have been trying to find out if Perry wrote about Chin.”

“Chin?” Ruby asked.

“An Oriental man who was here around the time the spell was cast,” Emilia filled in more details, eager to hear more from Thorn.

“I had a hunch I read about him before. And I had. Perry entertained him here at the house.” Thorn turned away and walked back toward his desk, with Emilia and Ruby following. “He made an entry into his journal a month before he recounts that you and Magnus disappeared.”

“He wrote in his journal that we disappeared.”

“To cover his tracks,” Ruby said caustically. “What a lying bastard.”

Thorn rifled through his papers until he found a leather-bound book. Holding it open, he came back to them and showed them the detailed account of the meeting. “He paid him one hundred gold coins.” Thorn ran his finger under the words scrawled in ink by Perry’s own hand.

“For an amulet. That was a fortune to most people,” Emilia said.

“And this Chin guy cast the spell and used the amulet to keep everyone else out.” Ruby shook her head in disgust.

“How could he?” Emilia asked, short of breath as she considered this. “Perry planned it for so long and yet he acted as if nothing was wrong. As if everything was the same between us.”

She choked down her anger. His actions were so premeditated. If he’d acted on the spur of the moment, in a fit of jealous rage, she could forgive him, but this made it impossible. During those last few weeks, they had grown close. She had shared secrets with him. Personal secrets.

“I was such a fool. A couple of weeks before he…” She dashed a tear from her cheek, angry at herself for being so stupid, so trusting. “I showed him my dragon.”

“Emilia, don’t beat yourself up over this,” Ruby wrapped her arms around Emilia.

“He already knew when Chin was here.” Thorn’s words hit her in the stomach, winding her. “He already knew you were dragons. I’m sure of it, there’s a veiled reference a long time before Chin arrived.”

“I didn’t tell him until after that,” Emilia said adamantly.

“So how did he know?” Thorn asked.

“Magnus.” Ruby sat down heavily in the chair across the desk from Thorn’s. “He broke his promise to you.” She raised her eyes to Emilia. “He blames himself. This will just compound his guilt.”

“He has nothing to be guilty for,” Emilia crouched down next to Ruby. “He doesn’t need to know this.”

“I can’t lie to him,” Ruby replied.

“I’m not asking you to lie. I’m asking you to simply keep these new details from him.” Emilia stood up and crossed the room to Thorn. “What else does the journal say?”

“I’ll take them home and study them more. A lot of information that I never fully understood seems to be clearer now with the knowledge of what he did. Before, they were ravings of a madman.” He gave a short laugh. “Now they also appear to be ravings of a madman but for a different reason.”

“I won’t tell Magnus. Not unless I have to lie to keep the truth. If you decipher those journals and find out how Perry made his discovery, then Magnus should know. Keeping secrets never ends well.” Ruby’s face was set firm.

“I know it’s a difficult thing to do. But Magnus has been through enough. This was not his fault, it was Perry, all Perry. None of us should forget that.” Emilia nodded. “Can we go? I need fresh air.” The museum was too much of a reminder of Perry. It was as if he were here, haunting her, taunting her.

“Sure, I’ll gather up these books and we can go.” Magnus picked up the journals and put them into a leather satchel, which he hooked over his shoulder. Then they all went back down the spiral staircase.

Emilia loved to be outside and free, the building made her feel trapped, and she never wanted to be trapped again. Unless it was in Thorn’s arms. Then she would never want to escape.


Chapter Nine – Thorn

He hadn’t told Emilia everything he’d found in the journal and that made him uneasy. Like Ruby, he had no intention of lying to his mate, but if he didn’t have to disclose the whole truth he wouldn’t. Not until he figured out what the whole truth was.

He wasn’t worried that his findings would hurt Emilia, it was worse than that. He was worried his findings would scare her. Emilia and Magnus were not the only ones Perry deceived.

“Thorn.” Mr. Tully met them as they reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Did you find anything?” Thorn had almost forgotten he’d asked Mr. Tully to go to the basement for him.

“I did. Not much, but it might be a clue.” Mr. Tully took his smartphone out of his pocket and showed it to Thorn.

“What’s this?” Thorn asked, taking a closer look.

“I didn’t find a picture of it. But I did find something else. This is another painting of Peregrine Manning.” Mr. Tully pointed at a small hazy object on the mantlepiece behind Perry.

“What is it?” Thorn couldn’t see it clearly.

“Here, I’ll zoom in.” Mr. Tully made the image bigger and then scrolled across until the dragon was in the center of the screen. “It’s a jade bear. I believe it has runes carved into it.”

“Are they the same runes as on the amulet?” Emilia asked, standing behind them. Her nearness was enough to overpower Thorn’s senses, but he focused on his job. This might not be museum work, but he planned to carry out the tasks as if it were.

“Possibly. Do you know where it came from?” Thorn looked up from the phone and caught Emilia’s frown before she smoothed it off her face. “It’s not a Magnus Dumas painting. Do you know who painted it?”

“I can’t make out the artist’s signature,” Mr. Tully admitted. “I’ll see if I can clean the image up and figure out what it says.” 

“Maybe I can clean it up enough to read the signature.” Ruby got her phone out. “Can you send it to me?” 

“Sure.” Ruby gave Mr. Tully her phone number and he sent the photograph straight to her phone. “Thanks.”

“Tell me if Magnus recognizes it?” Thorn asked Ruby after they said goodbye to Mr. Tully and left the museum.

“I’ll ask him when I get home. He’s helping Harlan plant the peas this morning. He’s still learning to cope with the new world he woke up in.” Ruby walked to her car and stopped, her keys in her hand. “How are you doing, Emilia?”

Emilia lifted her head and focused on Ruby. “I’m doing o-kay.” She gave a hint of a smile as she copied words that were new to her.

“I think you’ll do better than okay.” Ruby hugged her and then got in her car. “I’ll call you later.”

“Okay, anything Magnus remembers, let me know.” Thorn waved to Ruby as she drove away and then turned to Emilia. “Are you okay?”

Emilia brushed her hand across her face, hiding her unshed tears. “I do not know. Overwhelmed I think explains it best.”

“Want to go somewhere and talk about it?” he asked, and took her hand, leading her back to his truck. 

“Where are we going?” Emilia accepted his help to get into the truck. She looked tired, but not from lack of sleep, it was more than that, deeper than that. As if her soul was tired. 

“It’s a surprise. If you feel up to it. You look tired.” He leaned against the truck, watching her face as she fought to control her emotions.

“I’ve slept for centuries, but I feel as if I haven’t slept for days.” Her eyes locked onto his. “What if the sleeping spell comes back?”

“It won’t,” he assured her, kissing her lips and stroking her face. “I promise. It’s just going to take some time for you to adjust.”

She nodded, and he slammed the door shut, a little too hard. Thorn struggled with the need to punch something and vent his frustrations over what had happened to Emilia. He had no idea if the sleeping curse had gone for good, or whether it was something that could reoccur at any point in her life. He’d lied when he said she was free of it. In truth, he didn’t know for sure. He had awoken her, but could he keep her awake?

Determined to find the truth and track down whoever enacted the spell and where the amulet came from, he ran around to the driver’s side and got in. He had a lot of research to do, but they both needed some time in the fresh air.

“So, where are we going again?” she asked as they drove back along the main street heading out of town.

“It’s kind of a surprise.” He glanced at her sideways. “Does any of this look familiar?” Some parts of Bear Creek had stood for centuries, other parts were new. For Emilia, the differences must be startling as if the town had changed overnight.

“There used to be a forge here. And over there stood a tanners.” She pointed out what was now a car repair shop. “It’s all changed, though. Except for the outside of the museum, it all looks different. So much brighter, all these signs.”

He drove along the road leading away from town, before turning left and heading toward the creek. “We need to walk from here.” He watched as she looked out of the window, her face filled with uncertainty.

“We’re going to the cottage?” she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“Unless you don’t want to.” He covered her hand with his, giving her his strength. “If it’s too hard we can leave.”

“No,” she answered quickly. “I would like to see it.”

“There isn’t much left.” He got out of the truck and went around to the passenger side. This wasn’t a good idea, she was tired and pale and seeing her home in ruins might push her over the edge. He needed to remind himself that time had stood still for Emilia. His mate had gone to sleep one day and woken up the next in a whole new world.

“I need to see it.” Emilia jumped down from the truck and landed next to him. Her bottom lip quivered. “I... I think when I see the house it will finally sink in that this is real. Once I touch my fingers to the stone.” She brushed her hand over her eyes. “Even though Magnus is here, I still feel as if this is all a dream, that I dreamed all these wonderful inventions like your truck.” She reached out and stroked his cheek. “That I dreamed of you to chase away the loneliness.”

He took her hand and kissed the back of it. “I am not a dream.” He placed her hand on his heart. “I’m very real.”

Emilia sighed heavily and looked over his shoulder to where the creek sparkled as the sun glinted off the water. “That is one thing that looks the same.”

“The creek?” Thorn asked. Turning around, he led her toward the water. “It’s the one thing that hasn’t been changed by time. The trees grow, some get felled, some blow over in the storms, the bushes grow thicker and eventually die back. But the sun and the water, they are the same. Unmoved by time.”

“You forget the mountain,” she told him, resting her head on his shoulder as they walked down to the creek and then turned right to follow the bank. He held her close, his arm wrapped around her waist as she watched the water. Eventually, they reached the low stone wall which marked the outside boundary that once surrounded the cottage.

“The mountain has watched over the town since the first bear set foot on the green grass and decided to make his home here.” Thorn looked up at the distant peaks. “I can’t believe that all the times I sat here by the water and looked up at the mountain, you were there. Sleeping.”

“I’m here now,” she told him then stopped as the ruins came into full view. “It’s all gone.”

“We could rebuild it. If you want to.” He took her hand and pulled her forward even though she was reluctant to follow. “We could make it just like it was.”

“I do not have the heart,” she said softly. “Maybe the past is best left in the past.”

“Do you really believe that?” he asked. “This would be a good place to raise our children. We could fish in the creek and swim in the cool water on hot summer days.”

Emilia let go of his hand and approached the cottage alone. He stood back and gave her the space she needed. To him, it was a ruin, the same ruin he’d played in when he was a child. If only he’d known that his mate had once trod on the same grass and leaned on the same wall. He’d always wanted to rebuild it but had obeyed Perry’s wishes just as his forefathers had before him.

However, it seemed right that if Emilia or Magnus wanted to make this their home then they should. It was theirs. And perhaps that was the reason Perry had stipulated no one could build here. He knew one day the dragons who owned this cottage would return. He would find the original will belonging to Peregrine Manning and get a lawyer to look at it and see if there was a way to break the clause.

“My father tells me the rose that grew over the door is the most fragrant he’d ever smelled.” Thorn joined her as she ran her fingers over the ruined stone walls.

Her forehead creased as she turned to look at him. “How did your father know?”

“Perry grew them on the grounds of his house. When they tore up the gardens to make a parking lot, he took a cutting and planted it in his garden.”

Emilia’s face lit up. “Does it still live?”

“The rose?” Thorn asked. “Yes.”

“Where?” she asked excitedly.

“My father lives over toward Bear Bluff. It takes pride of place in his garden.”

“Can we go there?” Emilia grabbed hold of both his hands. “Please?”

“Now?” Thorn asked as she began pulling him back toward the truck. “I thought you would want to spend more time here.”

Emilia shook her head and looked at the ruins. “This only brings me sadness.” She hesitated. “But I would like to rebuild the cottage. I’d like to raise our children here and have them play with Magnus’s children on the banks of the creek.”

“I’d like that, too.” He pulled her closer and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I want you to be happy, Emilia. I want our children to be happy and not live in fear.”

“Maybe it would be better if they were bears.” Emilia rested her head on his chest, while she looked at the remains of the house. “They would be free.”

“No.” He brushed his hand through her hair and tilted her head, so she looked at him. “It would be a sad world if dragons died out. And here in Bear Creek, they would never be alone. The mountains are your home.”

“And look what happened,” Emilia answered.

“As long as I have breath in my body, I will always protect you.” He kissed her, injecting all his passion and love into that one kiss. He would lay down his life for her, and his children. And if the danger became too much he would take them somewhere safe. “Let’s go meet my mom and dad.”

Emilia nodded. “I hope they like me. I’m such an old-fashioned girl.”

“They will. Once I tell them you are my mate.” He gave her a sheepish grin. “My mom will go crazy that I haven’t told her.”

“She should have been the first to know.” Emilia took his hand and they walked along the side of the creek back toward the truck. “My mom used to tell me the story of when she met my dad. Of how she loved him before he told her his secret. They fell in love like any other couple. At least from her side. My dad knew from the moment he saw my mom that they were fated mates, but he kept his secret.”

“Their love was true. She must have missed him very much.” He slipped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “I wish I could take away all your hurt and pain. I wish I could bring her back.”

“If wishes were horses then beggars would ride.” She chuckled at his confused expression. “My mom used to tell me that when I told her I wished my father was still here.”

“You must have missed him a lot, too.” Thorn could not imagine life without his parents, they had been his staunchest supporters. Even when he came home and told them he wanted to be a relic hunter. Everyone else thought he would fail until he discovered a lost artifact from a time long forgotten. After that, the Bear Creek Museum contacted him and asked him to hunt for shifter-specific artifacts. Thorn could think of no better way to live, getting paid to do what you love was one of the greatest joys in life.

Until Emilia.

“I missed having a father. More than that, I missed not having a shifter to guide us. Particularly a dragon shifter. My mother wanted to protect us, so she hid our treasure and we led a normal life. When Magnus and I were old enough to shift she made us promise not to. Out of love, she wanted us to deny who we were.”

“And did you?” Thorn asked. For him and his bear, it would be impossible to deny who they really were, but then he had never suffered persecution.

“We did, for the most part, but we were young, and we took risks. Magnus is older than me and we used to go deep into the mountains and camp together. At night he would shift, and I would ride on his back. When I reached maturity and shifted, too, we would play together among the peaks and valleys. But then our mother died, and I was so scared to be alone that I made Magnus make the same promise. I tried to shut that part of me out of my life.”

Emilia stopped walking and stared at the water as it bubbled and gurgled over the rocks and stones on the creek bed. Lost to him, she stared at the water, alone with her memories. Their lives had been so different, his parents encouraged him to take risks, to try and fail, rather than not try at all. Yet he could understand why Emilia was scared. He’d visited countries where people were not free to be who they wanted to be. Even in Bear Creek, they hid the fact they were shifters from the outside world.

“Don’t be hard on yourself, Emilia. This is a new start for you and Magnus. And this time you have other dragons for support. Ruby and her family will help you.” He tugged her hand. “And my mom and dad will love you.”

“I hope so,” she answered shyly. “I wonder what they will think of you mating with an old-fashioned girl like me?”

“As long as I am happy, they will be happy.” They walked hand in hand along the bank of the creek and then finally turned toward his truck. 

Behind them, the creek meandered on its way toward town, following the same route it had when Emilia was last here. It was hard for him to comprehend that this was where Perry had put something in Emilia’s drink, so she slept. The creek was the last thing she heard until she woke yesterday.

Perhaps she wouldn’t want to live here and be reminded of that every single day. But that conversation belonged to tomorrow. Right now, he wanted her to meet his parents. Although how they would react to a dragon in the family, he wasn’t sure.


Chapter Ten – Emilia

Sadness resided in her heart as they drove away from the ruins of the home she’d grown up in. Not just sadness for the state of the building, but also over Perry’s betrayal and the memories of her mother.

They are gone, and we are not, her dragon told her. We can either live our lives in sadness or embrace this second chance.

My heart is heavy, Emilia replied.

It was not our choice to sleep for so long, but it is our choice to move on and make the most of our lives now. We have our mate, Thorn, and Magnus by our side. We are not alone.

“Do you know what’s strange?” Emilia asked Thorn.

“What?” he asked as he started the truck and drove away from the creek.

“I don’t feel like the same girl who grew up in the cottage. It’s as if someone told me a story and the main character had the same name as me.” She turned her head away and watched the scenery as they passed by, watching for landmarks she recognized as she compared the past and the present.

“The passage of time might have affected you even if you don’t think it did.” Thorn took a turn toward Bear Bluff, which had been a small market town that traded heavily with Bear Creek and the surrounding shifter towns.

“Hundreds of years of dreaming. I wish I could recall them all. But only fragments remain.” A melancholy mood settled on her. Yesterday she’d been filled with wonder at being alive and out of the cave. But today, the ghosts of the past watched over her shoulder. Would they fade? “After we have visited with your parents, I’d like to spend some time with Magnus.”

Thorn took a sideways glance at her. “You two must have a lot to talk about.”

“We do.” Tears threatened, and she blinked them away. She was scared to face Magnus. This was all her fault. If Perry hadn’t become obsessed with her… How could she not have seen it?

“Are we going to tell my parents everything?” Thorn asked when he turned off the main road and headed toward a large house with a wrap-around porch, surrounded by the most beautiful gardens Emilia had ever seen.

Perry’s gardens, like many others of the period, were formal and stiff, like the people who lived in them. While the gardens of the lower classes, the poorer people, were filled with vegetables and fruits, there was little room for flowers. The rose outside the cottage door had been her mother’s one extravagance amongst the vegetables she grew in the kitchen garden she tended diligently. Those times had changed, too, and Thorn’s parents’ garden was filled to bursting with flowers and shrubs, trees and bushes. Joy filled her heart, pushing her sadness away.

“It’s beautiful,” Emilia said with awe as Thorn halted the truck under the shade of a large oak tree. 

“The house has been in my family for generations,” Thorn said, getting out of the truck. “This was part of Perry’s estate. When he sold the main house, the family moved here. Not as grand but it’s been a happy home, at least as long as anyone can remember.”

Emilia got out the truck and breathed in the scent of flowers warmed by the summer sun. “It’s heavenly.”

“It is.” Thorn turned around as if seeing the garden for the first time. “I never truly appreciated it.”

“Because it’s always been here for you. You take it for granted.” Her eyes lit up as she inhaled once more. “I’d know that scent anywhere.”

Emilia ran to the gate next to the house and leaned over. There, climbing up the side of the house, was the same rosebush that had adorned the cottage. A lump of emotion stuck in her throat. The scent conjured images of her mother, cutting the blooms and smelling their sweet scent.

“Hello, Thorn,” a voice called from the other side of the garden.

“Dad.” Thorn raised his hand and waved, then opened the gate and beckoned her forward. “Coming?”

Emilia took his hand, needing the reassurance of his touch. She wanted Thorn’s parents to like her. More than that she wanted to like them. It was strange how much it meant to her. Perhaps because she missed her parents more than she would ever admit to Magnus.

“You’ve brought a visitor, Thorn.” His father smiled warmly and came to meet Emilia. “I’m Jonathon Manning.” He held out his hand and she shook it, automatically dipping into a curtsey.

“Good to meet you. I’m Emilia Dumas.” She smiled up at his amused eyes which flicked to his son and then back to Emilia.

“Good to meet you, too, Emilia.” Then to Thorn, he asked, “Do I need to call your mom?”

Thorn gave a brief nod. “I think she’ll want to hear our news.”

“Right.” Jonathon stood rooted to the spot for a moment, digging fork in hand as he looked right and then left. “Right.”

Emilia smiled up at Thorn through her long lashes as her mate chuckled. “Want me to find her, Dad?”

“No. She’s in the kitchen.” He took a step forward, then stopped. “Why don’t we all go? I might need to sit down.”

“Sure.” Thorn threaded his fingers through Emilia’s and gave her a squeeze of encouragement as they followed Jonathon through the garden, filled with an abundance of blooming flowers, and around the side of the house. Wiping his feet, he stepped inside the back door into a small room and slipped off his shoes. Thorn and Emilia did the same before they entered the warm, inviting kitchen, which was filled with the aroma of fresh bread.

The scent made her mouth water, and a well of emotion built up inside her.

“Rosemary,” Jonathon said gently to his wife, who turned around, wiping her hands on her apron as she saw Emilia by Thorn’s side.

“Hello.” Rosemary looked questioningly at her husband, who raised an eyebrow.

“Mom, Dad, this is Emilia.” Thorn smiled widely and looked at his mate before looking back to his parents. He didn’t have to say anymore, they knew without words that their son had found his mate.

Emilia’s throat tightened but she forced a smile on her face. “Hello.” She didn’t curtsey this time, realizing it was a forgotten tradition.

“Emilia. I’m so happy.” Rosemary took two steps forward and hesitated, unsure of what to do. Emilia let go of Thorn’s hand and rushed to meet her, falling into Rosemary’s embrace. “Oh, honey. Are you okay?”

“Emilia’s had a rough couple of days,” Thorn started to explain, then stumbled over his words. How did you tell your parent your mate had been asleep for centuries thanks to a madman who happened to be one of your ancestors?

“Come on, sit down, I’ll make fresh coffee and we can have bread and honey. Your dad collected some this morning.” Rosemary bustled around the kitchen, making coffee and cutting bread while Emilia sobbed gently, trying to regain her composure.

“I’m all right,” she told a concerned Thorn. “It’s a little overwhelming, that’s all.”

“What happened?” Jonathon asked. He took the lid off the honey pot and set it down on the table next to the bread.

“Emilia is a dragon shifter.” The bread knife slipped out of Rosemary’s hand and clattered on the table. “She’s been asleep for centuries until I woke her yesterday.”

Jonathon leaned back against the counter and ran a hand over his face. “You are serious.”

“Dumas. Dumas,” Rosemary repeated. “The man who was found walking in the mountains.”

“Was my brother,” Emilia finished for her.

“And he is a dragon shifter, too?” Rosemary picked up the knife and finished cutting the bread into thick slices.

“Yes, he is. Mom, are you okay?” Thorn asked, reaching out to take the knife from Rosemary, who was sawing at the bread as if trying to fell a tree.

“Yes.” She looked up and smiled, before relinquishing the knife to Thorn and sitting down heavily at the table. “Centuries? Is that even possible?”

“Yes,” Emilia replied, hating to see the shock and confusion on their faces. “I was put under a spell.”

“By who?” Rosemary reached out and took her hand. “Who would do such a thing?”

Thorn locked eyes with Emilia and then said, “Peregrine Manning.”

“Perry. Our Perry?” Jonathon asked in amazement. “I thought he was a weak man who wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“Love does strange things to a person,” Thorn replied as he finished cutting the bread, placed the knife down on the cutting board and then poured four cups of coffee.

“Love? Perry was in love... Oh, Emilia, I am so sorry.” Rosemary’s eyes misted up as she swallowed down her tears.

“He wasn’t my mate, I couldn’t give him what he wanted. So he put me under the spell.” Would they believe her? Or would they secretly believe she was responsible for Perry’s actions, that she’d brought this on herself? In her own time, women were often blamed for things outside of their control. They were never equal to a man.

“That’s terrible.” Jonathon shook his head, his eyes resting on Rosemary. “If he wasn’t your mate, you had no choice but to tell him you were not the one for him.”

“And she couldn’t be his mate, because Emilia is my mate.” Thorn hadn’t actually said those words yet, but his parents already knew, was it so obvious to everyone? She pictured Magnus, recalling the love in his eyes every time he looked at Ruby. And she knew of the depth of her own love.

“I knew the moment I saw you two together in the garden.” Jonathon got up and left the room. For a heart-wrenching moment, Emilia wondered if he couldn’t stand being in the room with her, but then he returned. “I think we should celebrate. I don’t have champagne, but I do have some homemade honey mead.”

“Honey mead, my favorite,” Emilia said, allowing herself to relax.

“You can tell me if it tastes like the real thing,” Jonathon said enthusiastically as he set the bottle down on the table and then fetched four wine glasses from a cupboard. He poured the mead and then picked up a glass, holding it in the air. “Here’s to your happiness. Welcome to the family, Emilia.”

“To you both,” Rosemary said, and they all touched glasses and drank the honey-colored liquor.

“That’s wonderful,” Emilia told him. “Sweeter and stronger than I remember. I think Perry used to water his mead down.” She covered her mouth as the words tumbled out.

“No, tell us everything,” Thorn said as Rosemary offered everyone bread and honey.

“I’d love to know what the gardens were like at the big house,” Jonathon said eagerly.

“You’ll soon figure out where Thorn gets his love of history from,” Rosemary told Emilia.

“And Emilia has plenty of first-hand knowledge,” Jonathan enthused.

“Jon, don’t put pressure on Emilia. She’s been through enough by the sound of it,” Rosemary said gently. “It must be difficult, with all the people you’ve left behind. Your parents?”

“My father was killed when I was a child. He was a dragon shifter. My mother was a human and she died four or five years ago...” Emilia clasped her hands together, digging her thumbnail into her palm as she fought for control of her emotions.

“I’m so sorry.” Rosemary looked helpless as she struggled to find words of comfort. “We are here for you. You’re Thorn’s mate, part of our family. Whatever you need, we’re here for you. I know I can’t replace your mother, but I want you to know...” Her voice caught in her throat.

“Mom always wanted a daughter,” Thorn told Emilia. “She had to put up with me instead.”

“You know I love you,” Rosemary said lightly. “But, sometimes I would appreciate talking about more than fishing or cars.”

“What about the garden?” Jonathon asked. “We share a love of growing things.”

“We do.” Rosemary leaned over and kissed Jonathon’s cheek. “Now, we should eat and drink.”

“Then we can go into the garden and Dad can show Emilia the rosebush.” Thorn took a bite of bread and honey, his eyes rolling up in his head in ecstasy. Of course, she was sitting at the table with bear shifters and everyone knew bears liked honey.

“Which rosebush?” Jonathon asked, then his eyes widened. “Oh, Emilia Rose. That was named after you.”

“The rose grew outside the cottage Emilia lived in with Magnus by the river.”

“Wow,” Rosemary said. “He really was in love with you. The first cutting from that bush was brought here in his time. The family has tended it for generations.”

“Which leads to another question,” Magnus began. “No one has ever been allowed to rebuild the cottage.”

“Correct, it was written into Peregrine Manning’s will,” Jonathon said. “I am a direct descendant of his. This house has been passed down through the years, it will be Thorn’s one day.”

“We were wondering about rebuilding the cottage by the creek.” Thorn looked at his parents as if it were not open to discussion. But did she want to live in the cottage, where so many memories would haunt her? Or perhaps Magnus wished to live there. It was not her decision to make alone, but it seemed it was not Thorn’s either.

“We would have to get a lawyer to go over the will. My father told me about the clause when I was a kid. I’ve never read the exact terms.” Jonathon licked his sticky fingers and eyed the mead bottle. “It’s always been known we can’t rebuild it, but if Perry put you to sleep he might have been thoughtful toward the chance of you waking up and wanting your home back.”

“It was our home, but not our cottage. We rented it off the Manning estate. It was his to do with as he wished,” Emilia said quietly. She wasn’t hopeful of Perry making any allowances. A man who conspired to put two dragon shifters to sleep might not have been in his right mind when it came to writing a will.

“I’ll get the family lawyer to dig out the will and go through it with a fine-tooth comb. I would like to think that Peregrine Manning wasn’t all bad.” Jonathan stood up. “Shall we go and see this rose of yours?”

Emilia nodded, pushed her chair back and stood up. “Yes please.”

Thorn took her hand and they left the kitchen with Jonathon and Rosemary following. A couple of minutes later they were back out in the garden, the sun shining down on them as they stood next to a large rosebush with ruby red flowers that smelled like heaven. Emilia was a little girl again watching her mother water the roses on a scorching hot summer’s day. The air filled with the fragrance of the roses as her mother recounted stories of their father.

“This is it,” Jonathan said proudly. “Not the original rosebush, but over the years the Mannings have always made sure Emilia Rose survived. There is even a story that my great-great-grandfather took a cutting of the rose down to the shelters during the war, so no bombs could wipe it out.” He swung around and pointed to a hothouse next to the house. “I’ve recently taken some cuttings of my own. Perhaps it’s time that Emilia did return to the cottage by the creek.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Thorn said as he slipped his arm around her shoulders and held her close. “I’d like this family to help make amends for what Perry did.”

“We’ll do what we can,” Jonathan replied. “Emilia, I know there is no way to give you back what Peregrine took away. But if there is anything you need, please ask.”

Emilia looked at each one of them in turn. “I have what I need right here.” She leaned into Thorn and placed her hand on his chest, feeling the steady thump, thump of his heartbeat. “That’s all I need.”


Chapter Eleven – Thorn

“So, I’m all you need?” Thorn asked as they drove away from his parents’ house. The meeting had gone well, and he was certain his parents would love Emilia and welcome her into the family.

“I was trying to impress your parents,” Emilia replied, averting her gaze.

“Sure you were.” Thorn’s grin widened. “They like you.”

She half turned to look at him. “I like them. I like them a lot.” Emilia drew her knee up to her chest, her foot resting on the seat as she hugged it. With her chin resting on her knee, she tilted her head and watched him as he drove back to his house.

“Where are we going now?” Thorn asked. “Do you want to come back to my place or go see Magnus?”

Emilia thought about it for a moment. “I’d like to see Magnus. I want to talk to him and try to make sense of everything that’s happened to us.”

“Because he’s an important piece of your life, too.” Thorn turned onto the road leading up to the dragons’ house. He’d spent so long trying to figure out an angle with these shifters, a way to infiltrate them. For no other reason than they fascinated him as he really wanted to see a dragon flying over the mountains. It was surreal to think not only had he seen one but had also flown on the back of one who was also his mate. He hadn’t exactly infiltrated them, he was an actual bona fide part of the family.

“Of course, he is. In a completely different way than you. He is family, while you are...” She looked inside herself, assessing her feelings toward Thorn. “Everything. You are everything to me. If I lost you now... If I went back to sleep...”

“Never going to happen,” he reminded her again.

“What are you going to do while I talk to Magnus?” She figured that was a gentle way of telling him she wanted to see Magnus alone.

“I could go into town and do some more research. The information Mr. Tully gave us is incomplete. If we search deeper, try to access some old records, we might be able to figure out who cast the spell.” He looked at her awkwardly. “I know you might not want to rake up the past, but we could use any information Magnus might have about this Oriental guy you remember.”

“I thought Perry wrote about him in his journal.”

“He did, but he only used his initials. C. S. So we know Chin is likely to be his first name. But we might need more to go on.”

“I see. I never met him. Although I do remember Perry saying something about Chin being an explorer like you.”

“And no other details? Because if we have a full name, even though it was a long time ago, we might be able to track down his records. I think Chin is too broad a name.”

“His records?” Emilia frowned. “What kind of records?”

“Birth, death, perhaps even his children’s birth certificates. It’s a long shot since he could have gone back to wherever he came from.” He pulled up in front of the dragons’ house and switched off the engine. “Are you, all right?”

“Do you think Perry sought him out to cast the spell?” Emilia’s face was pale.

“He could have. Alex’s mom and dad live in the Himalayas. There’s a good chance dragons were all over the world and that Perry hired someone from outside of Bear Creek who knew how to cast the spell.”

“If he hired him, why didn’t Chin take our treasure?” This question had been on his mind, too. “Do you think Perry killed him?”

With a sharp intake of breath, Thorn shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Why?”

“Why don’t I think Perry killed the person who cast the spell?” It was a good question, and he had no real answer. “I don’t think Perry was a murderer.”

“Why? Because you do not want to believe you have a murderer’s blood running through your veins?” Emilia’s words hit him in the chest and left him breathless.

“I suppose so.” He rubbed a hand over his eyes and shook off the need to shift and run into the mountains. Thorn did his best thinking when he was loping over the high peaks in his bear form. “But it’s more than that, he could have killed Magnus to keep his secret. And then there’s the amulet. Why did he use it to protect you and your treasure?”

“Or did he use it simply to keep me trapped in the cave even if I woke?” Emilia placed a hand on his arm. “I do not mean to hurt you, Thorn. But we all have monsters in our closets. Only sometimes they don’t look like monsters. They look like ordinary people.”

“I’ll keep an open mind, because there is another explanation.”

“Which is?” Emilia cocked her head and studied his face. His eyes flicked down to her lips and he wanted to kiss her, to end this conversation and leave her breathless with only thoughts of him, not of another man who was in love with her. As stupid and worthless as it was, Thorn could not help feeling some degree of jealousy toward Perry. The man who had put her to sleep had also known her well enough to fall in love with her. They must have shared intimate moments, shared their hopes and dreams, while all she shared with Thorn was a mystery they might never solve.

And one amazing night of passion, his bear reminded him. Jealousy was what set this all in motion, do not make the same mistake.

His bear was right. Peregrine Manning was long dead. Emilia was Thorn’s mate. Those were undeniable facts.

“Thorn.” Emilia stroked his cheek and when his eyes met hers, he saw the concern there.

“Sorry.” He gave her a lopsided smile. “This takes some getting used to.”

“Tell me about it.” She looked at him expectantly. “The other explanation?”

“Oh, yes. What if the same memory potion that was used on Magnus was also used on whoever cast the spell?” The words gushed out of his mouth like a mountain spring after the winter snow melted on the peaks.

Emilia’s head jolted back, and her eyes narrowed. “Really?”

Thorn shrugged. “We might never know for sure, but the deal Perry made must have had a contingency plan attached. He would never allow someone to cast such a spell and leave you and Magnus sitting on your treasure unguarded.”

Emilia stared at the ground as she turned away from Thorn and walked in a small circle, her fingers pinching her lip as she thought it over. “That’s why he was prepared to wipe Magnus’s memory. He already had the potion.”

“Perhaps.” He reached out for her hand and pulled her back toward him. “Go and speak to Magnus, and I’ll go and dig up what I can in the town records.”

“Thank you.” She kissed his lips and warmth flooded his body. Warmth and longing all wrapped around each other.

“I’d do anything for you. Anything to solve this mystery.” He took a step back as Magnus appeared at the front door of the dragons’ house. He must have seen them out here and wondered if there was a problem. “Go and speak to your brother and I’ll come back in a couple of hours.”

“I’ll ask him if he remembers more about Chin.” She pressed her lips together and frowned. “I cannot remember his name.” She put her fingers to her temple. “My head is still fuzzy on so many things.”

“The memories will come back.” He hooked his hand under her arm. “I’ll walk you to the door and maybe you can ask Magnus now.” Thorn lowered his voice as they started toward the door. “I don’t think your brother likes me too much.”

“He’s protective of me.” She turned her face to Thorn. “Did anything happen between you two before I woke up?”

“Aside from me spying on them?” Thorn whispered in her ear.

“You might have some bridges to rebuild,” she answered. “Perhaps if he sees how happy I am he’ll forgive you.”

“Are you happy?” Thorn asked, suddenly serious.

Emilia stopped in her tracks and turned to face him. “Yes. Yes, I am. At least I’m as happy as I can be given the circumstances.”

“Emilia,” Magnus called from the front porch. “Is everything all right?”

Emilia swung back around and let go of Thorn's hand as she ran to her brother. “Yes. But we have some questions for you.”

“The bear wants to ask the dragon some questions, does he?” Magnus looked down on Thorn. It appeared Thorn wasn't the only one feeling threatened.

“No, the dragon wants to ask the dragon some questions,” Emilia told him bluntly as she poked him in the chest. “There are some things I cannot remember, at least I cannot remember the details clearly.”

Magnus’s expression changed to one of concern. “Are you unwell?”

Emilia shook her head. “No, I just feel fuzzy, certain details are vague.”

“Like what?” Magnus asked, taking hold of her hand as he studied her face.

Thorn watched the display of affection and his opinion of Magnus shifted subtly. He cared about Emilia, he cared about her a great deal.

Of course, he does, he’s her brother, a man who was willing to allow himself to be put under the Ancient Slumber spell, so his sister would not be alone. His bear huffed. Perhaps if you had a brother or sister, you would understand more.

Perhaps I would, Thorn agreed. His views on the relationships between brothers and sisters were formed when his best friend at school, Charlie Harper, got into trouble when his sister told on him. She’d seen Charlie sneak out of his room to join Thorn at a party by the creek one midsummer night. When Charlie’s parents told Thorn’s mom and dad, he’d gotten in trouble, too, and so the idea that brothers and sisters were too much trouble had been born.

“Can you remember anything about Chin, the Oriental gentleman who visited Perry? He was here about a month before it happened.” Her eyes implored Magnus to remember anything that might help them.

Magnus caught hold of both her hands. “Ruby already asked me. You think he is the person who cast the spell?”

“It is possible,” Emilia told him. “Do you remember?”

“Chin Shan,” Magnus said firmly. “His name was Chin Shan.”

“Are you sure?” Thorn couldn’t keep the excitement from his voice.

“Yes, Perry used to call him Chin Shin behind his back.” Magnus let go of one of Emilia’s hands. “He never spoke to me. Most of Perry’s friends treated me as if I was…not an equal, but they were always courteous if not a little reserved. But Chin Shan was different.”

“He knew, didn’t he?” Emilia whispered the question, her voice taken away by the realization that the man who cast the spell was known to them, walked amongst them for weeks before he cast the spell. “He knew we were dragons even then.”

“Emilia.” Magnus paused, unsure how to say what he needed her to hear. “I believe Perry might have known we were dragons before the stabbing.”

“Before the stabbing. How?” She covered her mouth and pulled her hand free of Magnus’s and walked to the edge of the porch, looking out toward the dense forests. A breeze ruffled her hair and the clouds skittered across the sky, while on the porch time stood still. At last, she turned back to face them, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears.

“He said something to me. When you were recovering. It never made any sense at the time.” Magnus looked down at the well-worn timber covering the porch and scuffed it with his foot.

“What did he say?” Emilia asked, her voice deathly quiet.

“One night, he got drunk and was rambling on about how everyone he knew had a side they hid from the world. Our innermost secrets. Deep, dark ones that lingered on our souls. He rambled on about how if he could make a person truly love him, they would show him their secret side.” Magnus shrugged. “The next morning, he laughed it off. And I had drank much of his wine, too, and since he never repeated those words or made any attempt to win your affection, I let it go as the rambling of a drunkard.”

“He set up the stabbing? Is that what you are implying?” Emilia asked, shocked at this new twist.

“I now believe that he set things in motion, yes. I believe he or someone else knew we were dragons. Before our mother died, when we flew over the mountains, anyone could have seen us.” Magnus shrugged again. “Or not. Does it matter?”

“I don’t know,” Emilia answered honestly.

“I’ll leave you two to talk. I’ll try to dig deeper into Perry’s journals.” Thorn spoke to Magnus, hoping to unite them in this common goal. “Do you remember anything else? Did you see him with the amulet?”

Magnus huffed out a breath. “If I did, I would have told you. It is not the kind of thing you forget.”

“Magnus, Thorn is doing his best to help us,” Emilia told her brother bluntly.

Magnus dragged a hand through his hair. “I apologize.” He straightened his back and spoke directly to Thorn. “It’s difficult to relive what happened. Knowing that the scoundrel who did this was right under our noses and I did not sense him… I failed you, Emilia.”

“No one failed me. None of us are to blame. It has taken me a while to understand that. But now I do. Perry planned all this. And it doesn’t matter how he found out about us being dragon shifters, he is the one who acted on that information.” Her voice was hardened steel as she spoke. “I’ll see you later, Thorn.”

She kissed him, her body tense, and he longed to grab hold of her and soothe away her fears. “We’ll figure this out.”

“Does it matter?” Magnus asked suddenly. “Do we need to dredge up the past? Chin Shan is long dead, so is everyone else who was involved in the whole sorry business.”

“What about the amulet?” Emilia asked. “Don’t you want to know where it came from?”

Magnus sighed. “I want us to enjoy our lives with our mates.” He took a ragged breath. “But you’re right. Only because I don’t want this to happen to anyone else again.”

“I agree.” Thorn stepped off the porch. “The more facts we have, the less chance this will ever happen to you or our children. Or our children’s children.”

Emilia smiled softly. “Go. Do what you do best, Thorn Manning.”

Thorn turned and strode back to his truck and swung into the driver’s seat. Then he backed around and drove away from his mate. Thoughts warred in his head for prominence. Part of him wanted to dwell on the loss of leaving their mate behind, the other part of him wanted to figure out the mystery of Chin Shan. And he was certain there was a mystery around the man from the Orient, but more than that, Chin Shan was the key to the what happened to Emilia and her brother. And so was the amulet.


Chapter Twelve – Emilia

“How are you, Emilia?” Magnus’s voice was soft and unsure as they walked a trail through the forest, a forest filled with birds singing and the breeze ruffling the leaves of the trees.

Emilia turned her face to the sun as it shone down through a gap in the branches. Small things, sights and sounds, stopped her from believing she was still asleep and this was a dream. In dreams, she had always been one step away from everything; here, she was completely in tune with the world. “I am good. A little disorientated but that’s passing.”

“It takes time,” Magnus agreed. “And just when you think you’ve gotten used to this new world something else is revealed. Like airplanes and skyscrapers.”

“Skyscrapers?” Emilia’s imagination went into overdrive. “They have machines that can scrape the sky?”

He chuckled, a sound that warmed her heart like the sun warmed her face. “No. A skyscraper is a tall building, taller than anything you can ever imagine.”

“As tall as the mountain?” Emilia asked, her gaze resting on the highest peak that loomed above them as they sat down by the edge of a stream that tinkled like silver bells on its way down the mountain to join Bear Creek.

“No, not that tall.” Magnus picked up a small stone and threw it into the water where it broke the surface with a satisfying plop, before disappearing. “We can have a good life here.”

Emilia studied her brother. He looked older than she remembered, the creases around his mouth deeper. They had aged during their sleep. Maybe not as quickly as the world around them, but time had weaved its own spell on the dragons. “You do not want to know what happened?”

He sighed and threw another stone into the water. “It’s in the past.”

“Magnus. What’s really wrong?” Emilia asked gently. They had lived their whole lives together, experienced the same loss, but here by the stream, under the warm summer sun there was a distance between them. Magnus was holding something back.

“I should have seen it coming.” His words were blunt, but emotion caught at his voice and broke it. Anger simmered under his skin and she sensed his dragon close by, ready to leap out and destroy the world around them. “I should have protected you.”

“I was not yours to protect. I’m not a wilting wallflower.” She punched him in the arm. “I should have seen the way Perry looked at me and realized sooner he was not content to be friends. He played me like Ole Man Partridge used to play the fiddle.” She took a deep breath. 

“And I should never have made you promise to not shift. I should never have made you stay.”

“Emi, it wasn’t your fault.”

“If it wasn’t my fault, then it certainly wasn’t your fault.” She liked practicing this new way of talking, she wanted to blend in with this new world. “You wanted to spread your wings and fly away. I should have let you, instead of burdening you with guilt.” She lay back on the springy grass and looked at the sky. “I should have gone with you and soared above the clouds by your side. We are dragons.”

“No regrets.” He stood up suddenly and walked to the edge of the stream. “Does any of it matter now that we both have our mates and a chance at happiness?”

“And the amulet?”

Magnus inhaled deeply and released his breath in a huff. “I’ll tell Thorn everything he wants to know. Not that there’s much to tell.”

“He’s a good man, Magnus.” Emilia pushed herself to a sitting position. “You’d like him if you gave him a chance.”

Magnus swung around to face her. “I’m sure I will.” A sad smile flickered across his lips. “Perhaps it’s the thought of not being the most important man in your life. It’s like I’m losing you all over again and I only just got you back.”

“Magnus.” She stood up and went to him, hugging him close. “You are not losing me, you never will. The bond between us was forged in pain and sorrow and love. Now that we have new bonds, the old ones are not broken.”

“Do you remember our mother?” Magnus slipped his arm around his sister’s shoulder and held her close just as he had the day they said a final goodbye to their mother. Only this time they were not clinging together through fear and sadness.

“Yes. I remember her love, I remember how she wanted us to find true happiness. And I remember her strawberry jam, made from the wild strawberries she gathered from the hedgerows.”

He chuckled, it was a good sound. “We used to spread it on bread fresh from the oven. No matter how many fancy dishes we ate at the houses of the rich, nothing ever tasted better than fresh bread and jam.”

“Do you think they are together?”

“Who?” Magnus looked down at her.

“Mother and Father. She missed him so much and knowing how strong the bond is between a dragon shifter and their mate, the thought of Father without Mother takes my breath away.” She placed her hand on her chest and forced the air into her lungs.

He took a step away from her and looked up at the sky through the canopy of trees. “I like to believe they are flying together in some kind of heaven.”

“Me, too.” They stood in silence as the clouds floated above their heads, pushed along by a summer breeze, and the sun shone down on them as it had shone every day since the earth was made. Hot and eternal, just like the love between a dragon and his or her mate.

“We should go. Ruby will be worrying.” Magnus turned them both around and headed back along the trail.

“Does she think you cannot look after yourself, brother?” Emilia teased.

“Not in this world.” He chuckled. “Give me a horse and wagon over those mechanical beasts any day. I miss the slow pace of our world.”

“Is there nothing you like better?” Emilia asked as they walked together back down the mountain.

“TV.”

“What is T V?” she said the letters slowly.

“Television. A box that projects pictures.”

“Pictures of what?” Emilia asked, intrigued by her brother’s excitement.

“Anything. Everything.” He waved his arms around wildly. “Dinosaurs, sea creatures, space.”

“Space?”

“Yes, the cosmos. The planets and the stars. Do you know humans have walked on the moon?”

“That is made-up fairy tales,” she scoffed.

“No, it’s true. In our time it would seem like witchcraft. Now it’s called progress.”

“In our time.” Emilia shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that. I just hope I can catch up with nearly four hundred years of progress.”

“You will.” He paused and then said, “What are we going to do about our treasure?”

“We need to move it or block the cave more permanently.” Emilia looked down at the clothes she wore, bought by Ruby. “Or spend it.”

A sly smile crept across Magnus’s face. “What would our father say?”

“Or mother.”

“You know she thought that the treasure was evil, that we were better off without it,” Magnus told his sister in a conspiratorial voice.

“No, she never said that to me.” Although Emilia could hear it in her voice whenever their treasure was mentioned. They were seldom allowed up the mountain to even look at it, let alone bring any home to ease their poverty. Even after her death, they had not touched it, more out of a loyalty to their mother’s wishes than anything else. Then they’d met Perry and Magnus’s fortune had changed. He’d shared his good fortune with Emilia and the treasure was all but forgotten.

Until the day Perry told her he was in love with her. He’d been so sure she would fall at his feet and marry him. The shock of her refusal had sent him into a terrible mood, and Emilia feared what repercussions there might be not only for her but Magnus, too. She was aware that Perry associated with shifters, he knew about them but wasn't one himself. Foolishly she believed he understood why she said no, he would get over her and find his own true love.

“Why did you tell Perry?” Magnus asked as if reading her mind as she walked along the trail deep in thought.

“After he proposed to me, he was upset when I refused him. I tried to explain why but he just kept pushing me to change my mind. So, I told him I was a shifter. It was a mistake because we’d never mentioned it, he said I was a liar. My pride got the better of me.” Emilia’s heart filled with sadness and regret. “I trusted him.”

“We both did,” Magnus replied.

“He seemed to accept my denial of his affections after that. Our friendship continued, I thought as normal. But all the time he was conspiring against us. Even before he asked me, he was conspiring against us. Or me. What would he have done if I said yes?”

“I don’t know.” Magnus took her hand as they walked beneath the leafy trees. It was peaceful here, and Emilia could almost close her eyes and imagine she was back in the time. “He always had a big ego, maybe he wanted a dragon shifter for a wife, and…”

“If he couldn’t have a dragon shifter for a wife, no one could.” She gave a short humorless laugh. “He never really loved me, did he? He wanted some perceived power or status that a dragon shifter could give him.”

“I don’t believe that,” Magnus told her firmly. “I do believe he loved you, the human you.”

She was tired of asking why. She was tired of the whole sorry business. “Or maybe he wanted our treasure.”

“He could have taken that when he put us to sleep.”

“He might have changed his mind if Chin Shan hadn’t told Perry dragons sleep better on a bed of treasure.”

Magnus’s expression showed how deeply this betrayal cut him. “Bastard.”

“But the joke is on him. Whatever his intentions were,” Emilia told him quietly, “we are here and happy. Never forget that.”

“Even if your mate is a bear?” Magnus asked, but the humor had returned to his voice.

“What a bear he is.” Emilia sighed in adoration.

“Excuse me while I hurl my guts upon the forest floor.” Magnus made a heaving sound and they laughed. They laughed as if they had no cares in the world. And maybe they didn’t. They had no enemies, they were part of a family, and they both had mates.

This was perhaps a life their mother would want for them. And perhaps somewhere she was riding on the back of her dragon shifter mate, through the cosmos, with an approving eye on her children.


Chapter Thirteen – Thorn

“Thorn, I was going to give you a call.” Mr. Tully met him in the foyer of the museum.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Tully?” Thorn asked. He didn’t have much time and wanted to get stuck into the archives in an attempt to unearth further information on Chin Shan, but he appreciated Mr. Tully’s enthusiasm for the museum. This was likely another attempt to persuade Thorn to bring up some artifact or other from the basement to put on display.

“It’s what I can do for you.” Mr. Tully tapped Thorn on the chest and opened his eyes wide, an almost feverish excitement on his face.

“Go on.” Thorn ushered Mr. Tully over to a quiet corner of the museum where they would not be overheard.

“I went back down to the basement, and do you know what I found?” Mr. Tully paused for effect and then went on anyway. “I found a sketch made by Magnus Dumas, the artist.”

A shiver of apprehension passed through Thorn. “I know him.”

“It’s a pencil sketch, more of a doodle really, tucked away amongst other sketches of birds and trees. Not the portrait works he was famous for.” Mr. Tully pulled his phone from his pocket. “It’s of Peregrine Manning and a visitor from overseas. Chinese I’d say, going by his clothes. Mandarins were sought after by the upper classes for the gift of the arts.”

“The arts?” Thorn asked.

“The dark arts.” Mr. Tully enthused his voice with gravitas and looked around to check that no one was listening.

“I see.” Thorn’s excitement rose. This might be the breakthrough they were looking for.

“What’s interesting is this tattoo.” Mr. Tully zoomed into the image and focused on a tattoo on the forearm of the mandarin. It was an oval shape with a claw mark dissecting it.

“In what way is it interesting?” Thorn leaned forward and took a good look at it.

“One of my students had one just like it. I asked her about it one day and she said it was given to all children in her clan when they first shifted.” Mr. Tully watched Thorn’s reaction. “It intrigued me, too.”

“She said clan, not family.” Thorn gave Mr. Tully his undivided attention. “Did you find out anything else?”

The older man gave Thorn a wink. “I did. I did a search online. It took some time to come up with anything. And when I did, it was a small town in the River Run Mountains, about two hundred miles from here.” He pointed to the mountains surrounding Bear Creek. “This whole range was built on a fault, thousands of years ago. If you follow the fault far enough to the north, you get to the River Run Range.”

“I’ve climbed those mountains, a long time ago. There is a river flowing through them, which is where they get their name.” That possibly narrowed his search down. If there was a connection, he would go there and hunt around until he found it. “Thank you.”

“Wait. I haven’t gotten to the punchline yet.” Mr. Tully’s smile widened. “History tells the story of a group of Chinese explorers who were marooned here with no way home. They were hounded out of the surrounding towns and villages and ended up in the mountains.”

Thorn shook his head and chuckled. “Let me guess, the River Run Mountains?”

“Yes, they settled in the mountains and called their settlement Stone Claw.” He swiped across the screen and his phone showed a map of the River Run Mountains and the small village of Stone Claw. “What if one of those Stone Claws came here to Bear Creek?”

“What if they did?” Thorn looked up at the ceiling with its ornate cornices and felt closer to the people who’d lived centuries ago than ever before. Mystery and intrigue surrounded Magnus and Emilia. Why would a member of the Stone Claws come here to Bear Creek and get involved with Perry? And what could have persuaded Chin Shan to cast the spell? Money? Or revenge? Or love?

“If you find anything else, will you tell me, please?” Mr. Tully said. “I know this is not museum business, and I imagine it has something to do with the young lady who came here with you earlier. Emilia Dumas. The young woman from the painting upstairs.”

Thorn winced inwardly, he should have known Mr. Tully would put it all together. “I’ll tell you what I can.”

“Thorn, your secret is safe with me. I haven’t had your experience, but I have pieced together bits of history all my life. It is my vocation.” Mr. Tully smiled sadly. “What else do I have left?”

“When this is over, I’ll tell you. I promise. But in the meantime, I would appreciate your complete discretion.”

“Always. Now, don’t you have somewhere to be?” Mr. Tully asked, waving the image of the River Run Mountains at him.

“I do.” Thorn turned to leave. “One more thing, the girl with the tattoo?”

“She still lives in Bear Creek. She runs activity days for kids. Sage Chance is her name. The family lives in a house that once belonged to the Manning estate.”

Payment? his bear asked. For the Ancient Slumber curse.

I believe so, there’s too much of a coincidence for it to be anything else. Thorn looked up toward his office. He wouldn’t find any more information there. He needed to look outside of Perry’s journals and the various other manuscripts inside the building. He needed to track down Sage Chance and then go to the River Run Mountains, where he was sure the last piece of the puzzle awaited the dragons.

“Thanks, Mr. Tully.” Thorn turned away from his old teacher and headed toward the door. Then he had another idea. “Want to go on a road trip?”

“Yes!” Mr. Tully’s normally quiet and calm demeanor slipped, and he fell into step by Thorn’s side, as the visitors to the museum and other volunteers watched. “Where are we heading?”

“First, we go and see Sage. Can you introduce me to her?” Thorn asked as they ran down the museum steps. 

“Certainly. If she remembers me, it must’ve been ten years or more since she was one of my students.” Thorn always did admire Mr. Tully’s modesty. They reached his truck and climbed in.

“Believe me, out of all the teachers I’ve had, and all the people I’ve met, you are one person who is hard to forget.” Thorn put the truck in drive and pulled out into the traffic.

“You were always a good student, Thorn, and you loved the subject. Not everyone likes history.” Mr. Tully always stayed humble, another character trait Thorn admired. “And call me George, please.”

“George,” Thorn said the name, but it was awkward on his tongue. “It seems disrespectful to call you by your first name.”

“No disrespect at all. It means we're friends. I’m not a teacher anymore, Thorn.” He pointed left as they reached a fork in the road. “That way, we follow the road for about two miles and then turn toward the mountain. I believe the house was a hunting lodge. Although the hunting of large prey in the mountains was soon outlawed. Shifters were not public knowledge, but most people in town knew of their existence and the local sheriff was a bear shifter.”

“The tradition remains since Brad is a bear shifter and our sheriff.” Thorn took the next turn and the truck’s engine groaned as they began the steep climb up the mountain. Unfortunately, his salary as a relic hunter was not large enough to stretch to a new truck. How he would make a good life for Emilia and their children, he was unsure. Perhaps it was time to retire and take up a desk job. Or teaching. That certainly would be a new challenge.

“In those days, the sheriff wielded a lot more power. The town was his to a certain extent.” George looked out of the window as if searching for something. “It’s around here somewhere.”

“Chance Heights.” Thorn read the sign at the end of a long driveway and turned the steering wheel sharply. The dirt trail leading to the house wound its way between trees and high bushes, which concealed whatever was on the other side. “Someone likes seclusion.”

But as they neared the house, the road opened up and the sound of excited children reached them. Thorn parked next to a truck with Chance Heights Activity Center written on the door and switched off the engine. On a large grassy area were a dozen or so kids who were doing battle with a tent that looked as if, when it was erected, it might be a tepee. If they managed to get it upright.

“Looks fun,” George said and got out of the truck, shutting the door quickly and heading over to the children, who were following the directions of young women with jet black hair. Thorn slipped out of the truck and strode across to join the others.

“Hello, can I help you?” The woman with black hair and dark almond eyes left the children and came toward George and Thorn, putting her body between them as if she might need to protect the children.

“Sage?” George asked.

“Yes.” Her tone was wary. “I recognize you.”

“Mr. Tully, I taught you history some years ago,” George said hopefully.

Sage broke out into a smile and she held out her hand. “I remember now. How are you?”

“Bored and retired,” George answered. “I help out at the museum, which is kind of why we’re here.”

“It is?” Sage asked, eying Thorn with curiosity.

“Oh, this is Thorn Manning, he works at the museum.” George made the introductions and then carried on, “We came across a drawing of a man who had the same tattoo as you.”

Sage lifted her arm and pulled her shirt cuff back, revealing the oval shape with the claws crossing it. “This? Really? It could be a family member, what did he look like?”

“Oriental.” George took his phone out and showed her the image. As Sage looked at it, Thorn studied her face. Her eyes were almond-shaped, her skin olive brown, and her hair as black as the blackest night. “Do you recognize him?”

Sage shook her head. “No, but my dad used to tell me and my brothers stories about one of my distant ancestors and how he came here from across the wide sea.”

“Did he ever talk about the River Run Mountains or the settlement at Stone Claw?” Thorn asked.

Sage rubbed her wrist where her tattoo was once more hidden under her shirt. “No. Nothing like that. Sorry.”

“Was he the first member of your family to live here?” Thorn indicated the house.

A shout from the children distracted Sage. “I have to get back to work.” She stepped backward, moving away from them. “The family has owned the house for centuries. But anything more than that, I don’t know. Nana tried to trace our family tree once, to give us some idea of who we were and where we came from. But she could never go further back than Lee Chance. He lived here a couple of centuries ago and was a carpenter.” She stopped walking and looked at the ground thoughtfully. “Come to think of it, she always thought Lee Chance was a made-up name. But it was the only name she had.”

“Chin Shan,” Thorn said under his breath, then to Sage he added, “Thanks for the information.”

“Sorry I couldn’t be more help. If you want to speak to Nana, she’ll be home on Friday. She’s been on vacation for a couple of weeks.”

“Thanks, Sage, we’ll do that.” George lifted his hand and waved goodbye. However, he didn’t move from the spot, he simply watched the children working together trying to put the tepee up.

“You miss it.” Thorn folded his arms and watched, too. “You miss the children and teaching, don’t you?”

“I do. If I had a mate or children of my own, I would have something to fill that void. But since I don’t.” He gave one last longing glance at the children, who were pulling the tepee upright, and turned away. “Where to next?”

“Do you want to meet a dragon?” Thorn asked.

George opened and closed his mouth before he forced out the words, “I do.”


Chapter Fourteen – Emilia

“We’ve been talking about moving your treasure,” Ruby told Marcus when they arrived back at the house.

“Since we’re growing in numbers, I’ve commissioned a specially-made vault to be built in one of my properties,” Harlan began. “You will have access via a keypad and what you do with your treasure is up to you.”

“A keypad?” Emilia asked as she accepted a cup of coffee from Ruby and sat down next to her at the kitchen table.

“You’ll have your own code and input it into a box with numbers on it.” Ruby frowned. “I never knew how hard to was to describe everyday items until Magnus entered my life.”

“It’s state of the art security, the people I’ve engaged to build it are discreet. It should be safe.” Harlan placed a plateful of cookies on the table. “The question is, what do we do with your treasure for now? I don’t like leaving it up there on the mountain.”

“Do you have anywhere we can store it until your vault is built?” Magnus asked, taking the seat on the other side of Ruby.

“Not all of it. From what Ruby said you both have a substantial hoard. Perhaps if we bring some of it down off the mountain…” Harlan shrugged. “Or we bury it behind enough rubble that it would take days for someone to dig through it.”

“I prefer option two,” Emilia replied. “Although there are certain gems I would like to retrieve. Particularly those surrounding the casting of the spell.” She was wary of moving the amulet, in case it reactivated on its own and she could not escape. As for the Jewel of Avantar, it wasn’t hers and it should be returned to its rightful owners, if they could find them.

Magnus nodded. “I plan to sell some of my treasure and use it to build a home for us.” He placed his hand on Ruby’s.

She leaned back against him. “You don’t have to sell anything for me. I have my own.”

“I am the man of the house, the provider,” Magnus told her firmly.

Emilia didn’t catch Ruby’s reply. Her senses were tuned elsewhere, Thorn had returned and brought a stranger with him. “Hello, everyone.” Thorn stood in the doorway and she swallowed down her desire. The time they had spent apart had not dimmed her feelings for him. She met his eyes and he lifted a corner of his mouth in a half smile. Something was wrong. But what?

Then she recalled the conversation about dragons and treasure and Magnus’s assertion of being the provider. The males of the species often got hung up over money. They longed to be the provider for their families as a matter of pride.

It seemed that many things had changed in this modern world, but some stayed the same.

“Hello, Thorn.” Emilia rose from the table and went to him, kissing his cheek, before assessing the man standing next to him.

“This is George Tully, he is a volunteer at the museum, he also used to be my history teacher.” Thorn slipped his arm around Emilia’s waist and she led him into the room. He was tense, unsure of his place among the dragons.

“Hello, George. I expect you could tell us some stories about Thorn when he was a child.” Emilia wanted George to feel at ease, but the others in the room were not so welcoming.

“I could. But none of them are funny, Thorn was a good student, he loved history and was conscientious in his studies.” George also picked up on the tension in the room and looked to Thorn with something akin to terror.

“George has helped me piece together the identity of the person who cast the Ancient Slumber spell.” Thorn let that information linger for a moment before he carried on. “Chin Shan was given a cottage that belonged to Peregrine Manning, likely as payment for the spell.”

George dug into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He showed them a sketch of Chin Shan, who had a tattoo on his arm. “I believe you drew it, Magnus.”

“You know who we are?” Magnus asked, standing up and glancing at the image. His fists were clenched, but he kept them by his sides.

“George guessed when he saw Emilia this morning.” Thorn looked at her apologetically. “I should have introduced you under a pseudonym.”

“I would still have guessed. I have looked at Magnus’s paintings enough to recognize the young lady outside the cottage,” George assured them. “Your secrets are my secrets now.”

“Thank you.” Emilia bowed slightly.

“And why are you here?” Magnus asked bluntly. “We already knew who Chin Shan was.”

“What we didn’t know was where he came from,” Thorn began. “Now we believe we do.”

The room fell deathly silent.

“The tattoo on Chin Shan’s arm is from the Stone Claw Clan, a group of Chinese explorers who were marooned here centuries ago. They lived in the River Run Mountains in a settlement they named Stone Claw.” George spoke as if he were lecturing a class.

“The River Run Mountains?” Ruby asked. “That’s no more than a couple hundred miles away. Sapphi and I have flown over them several times.”

“I remember the explorers,” Fiona told them. “They were half starved when they were pulled out of the sea on a small rowboat after their ship sank.”

“You remember them?” George asked in awe but stopped short of asking Fiona how old she was.

“I do, I lived and worked along the coast for some years. I used to fly over the oceans at night because there I was less likely to be seen. The world was becoming more populated by humans, I liked the quiet of the ocean.”

“Chin Shan may have come here to Bear Creek looking for work. Or Peregrine Manning may have heard of the Stone Claw Clan and sent word that he would like to meet. Either way, the two are linked and I intend to visit the area to see what I can dig up,” Thorn told them. “Alone or with your help.”

Magnus was on his feet and by Thorn’s side before he’d finished speaking. “I will accompany you. They might have answers.”

“I intend to take the amulet with me,” Thorn told Emilia. “If that’s okay with you?”

“I will come with you,” Emilia told him firmly. “With the amulet.”

“That makes four of us,” Ruby said. “If you don’t mind me taking a day off work, Harlan?”

“No, you should all go, there is strength in numbers.” He poured more coffee and handed a cup to Thorn and George. “It looks as if we need a clan, too.”

Ruby’s eyes lit up at that idea. “We should. Mom should be the head of the clan.”

“I thought I already was,” Fiona answered.

“We can go and get the amulet as soon as it’s dark enough. Then we can fly straight to the River Run Mountains.” Thorn looked around the room. “I can’t guarantee anyone’s safety.”

“We know, but Magnus and I hid away for too long before, we’re ready to fight for what we believe in now.” Emilia took hold of Magnus’s hand.

“And I always love a good fight.” Ruby ignored Fiona’s glare and put her hand up to shield her mouth as she said, “Don’t tell Mom.”

“I’m here and I’m not so old that I’m deaf.” Fiona stood up. “And anyway, I know when it’s time to fight and time to hide. This amulet business worries me. Someone could come into the midst of us and use the amulet to ensnare us all and believe me, you do not want to be stuck in an invisible bubble with me.”

“I shudder at the thought,” Ruby said, giving Fiona a hug.

“Perhaps I should come with you,” Fiona suggested.

“No, let us go, but if we need you, we can call. You can be the rescue party. Although I’m certain we won’t need it.”

“This clan put dragons to sleep once, they could do so again,” Harlan warned.

“Which is why I’m going. The spell only works on dragons, right?” Thorn asked.

“We don’t know,” Harlan answered honestly. “They took Magnus’s memories, who knows how else they could mutate it.”

“That settles it. If you have room for one more, I’m coming, too,” George said.

“George, I don’t want to put you in danger,” Thorn told him.

“You are not putting me in danger. And anyway, it’s been a long time since I’ve felt alive. I’d like to do this.” George’s face was set firm, and no one argued with him. He’d earned himself a place amongst the dragon clan.

“Then we leave tonight.” Thorn’s announcement was met with unanimous agreement.

“Let’s get you kitted out.” Harlan rose from the table and assigned everyone tasks.

None of them knew what to expect when they reached the River Run Mountains so they packed food, water, and clothes, enough for a few days. It was left unsaid, but Emilia considered the food and water to be less for if they got lost in the mountains and more for if they got trapped behind another barrier.

“I need to go home and get a few things. I’ll drop George home, too, so he can get his gear,” Thorn said. “I’ll grab my satellite phone and if we run into trouble, I can call you, Harlan. I’m hoping you can organize backup if we need it.”

“Is there anything else you need us to do?” Harlan asked nervously, checking the packs containing their provisions.

“Let’s go and play with Harlan Jr. until Thorn returns,” Ruby suggested to her father. “Everything else is ready.”

Emilia watched Ruby interact with Harlan and felt a twinge of jealousy. “Are you all right?” Thorn asked as they headed out of the house to his truck. Emilia had chosen to go home with Thorn and help him pack. In reality, he didn’t need her help, but she needed his presence. He anchored her emotionally.

“I’m tired and disorientated. I cannot explain how I feel any other way.” She rubbed her face in an attempt to wake herself up. Tired and overwhelmed, she dug deep and drew on her inner strength before putting a bright smile on her face. “It’s not every day you wake up from a centuries-old sleep.”

“No, it’s not.” Thorn reached out to her, and she fell into his strong, safe arms. Inhaling his scent, he was home, the place she belonged.

“Come on, we should get moving or our plan will fail.” She reluctantly pulled away from him, but he drew her back to rest against his chest.

“If we don’t make time for moments like this, then what’s it all for?” he murmured as he kissed her lips. His body stirred and hardened, and her arousal matched his. She wanted to yell, to hell with it! Instead of going off on some crazy adventure to find these Stone Claws, she wanted to fall into bed with him and stay there for a week.

“Once this is over, we’ll make time for us.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand, sending shivers down her spine. “We’ll fly into the mountains to a place where no one else knows and make love under the sun and the moon.”

“I like the idea of that,” Emilia told him. “We really should go.”

Thorn looked over at George, who was busy staring at the mountain peaks as he tried to avoid watching the two lovers. “Right, George, let’s get you home.”

“Okay, shall I drive back here in my car when I’m ready?” George asked as he climbed into the truck next to Emilia.

“I’ll pick you up. I don’t think the dragon family likes strangers turning up on their doorstep. And even though they know you now, I would hate for you to be eaten alive by Fiona.” Thorn looked sideways at Emilia. “What? That woman has a reputation. I’d heard of her before I even knew she was a dragon.”

“She protects what is hers. And if my mother’s fears were any indication, she probably has a good reason to.” Emilia looked out of the window at the trees passing by.

“I’m sorry.” Thorn reached for her hand and covered it with his. His touch was warm and inviting, sending tingling sensations through her body. Resisting her need to mate with Thorn might be the most demanding task on this adventure. But she understood his touch was one of comfort, not of seduction.

“The loss of my father was not unusual, dragons were often persecuted. They were fierce and hard to overcome on the battlefield. Many dragons were either mercenaries or marauders intent on increasing their wealth and treasure.”

“Fascinating,” George whispered. “This sheds so much new light on history. All the myths and legends involving dragons. They are true.”

“I cannot say all of them are true,” Emilia told him. “Like any historical events, they were often exaggerated.”

“I would love to hear you tell me of your life here in Bear Creek. Perhaps we could walk around the town and local area and you could tell me how things have changed. I can build up a true picture of what life was like when you lived here.” She liked George, she liked him a lot. When Thorn had brought him to the dragons’ house, she had been unsure. Not of George himself, but of allowing herself to trust again. With every new piece of evidence that pointed toward Perry as a bad guy, she lost confidence in her own judgment.

“I would enjoy that, George. To bring the past to life would be my gift to you, my way of saying thank you for your help.” Her eyes twinkled with merriment. “Unless you would like to take your pick from my treasure.”

George quickly held up his hand. “No, I have read enough about dragons to know they are very protective of their treasure. But thank you all the same. The knowledge in your head is the kind of treasure a man like me values.”

“Then it is all yours,” Emilia promised.


Chapter Fifteen – Thorn

“I thought knowledge was the only treasure you valued?” Thorn asked George as they stood in the cave surrounded by Emilia’s treasure.

“It is. It is.” George looked up sheepishly, his face illuminated by the lights Thorn had hung up around the cave. “But some of these coins have never been seen before.” He stood up from his crouched position and brushed his hands on his cotton pants. “It’s incredible and uniquely humbling. Thank you, Emilia, for letting me see this.”

“You are welcome.” She glanced up at Thorn, a fleeting expression of distrust settled on her face before it was gone. “I am happy for you to examine any of the coins, jewels or other artifacts but they must not be removed without my knowledge.”

George nodded and reassured her. “I understand this is precious to you and I am not a man to betray a confidence, particularly when it would put such magnificent creatures in danger.”

Thorn grinned, hoping to break the tension. “I don’t know what impressed you more, the treasure or the flight up here.”

George’s face flushed with enthusiasm. “The flight. To think I rode on the back of a dragon.” He shook his head. “I am beginning to think it is I who is asleep and in a dream.”

“A little hard work will soon make you see it’s real,” Thorn told him. “We need the amulet and any other clue that this was connected to the Stone Bear Clan.”

“What kind of clue?” Emilia asked.

Thorn shrugged. “We’ll know it when we see it.” He didn’t know if there was another clue. But before they visited the Stone Claws, he wanted further proof. A sketch of Chin Shan was too loose a connection. But if it was all they had, Thorn was willing to go with his gut instinct. It had served him well up until now.

If he were honest, his gut instinct was what led him to Emilia. From the moment he saw Magnus in the museum, he’d been overwhelmed with the need to uncover the mystery of how a man could be alive after nearly four centuries. But something else pulled him on to figure out the mystery. He believed it was the mating bond, he believed it was fate. The same fate that was going to help them uncover the mystery once and for all.

His gut told him it was in the River Run Mountains.

While Thorn, Emilia, and George searched through Emilia’s treasure, Magnus and Ruby were searching in the other cave, sifting through Magnus’s treasure. Since he’d been put to sleep by the same person, the clue could be there. Or nowhere.

“All these jewels.” George held up a handful of jewelry then put them back in a carved wooden box as he spotted something else. “What’s this?”

Thorn let go of the handfuls of gold coins he’d been sifting through and went to George. “What have you found?”

“It’s a jade bear. The same one as in the painting?” He picked it up and placed it on the palm of his hand.

“Possibly.” Thorn took it from George and examined it closely. “I’ll compare the runes to those on the amulet.”

“I’ve never seen that before,” Emilia told them as she waded through a sea of gold to join them.

“Well, there’s a lot of treasure here, do you know every single piece?” Thorn asked and then reeled back as he read her expression. “How?”

“I’m a dragon.” She picked up a handful of gold coins and let them spill to the floor. “I’ve touched every piece of this gold. I know every jewel. But this jade bear and the amulet are not familiar to me.”

“Could it belong to Magnus?” George asked excitedly.

“It could, but my dragon is fairly familiar with his treasure, too.” She looked kind of sheepish. “When we first learned to shift, we used to come here often and sit on the treasure. Our mom didn’t want us to risk being seen, so we used to come up here and shift.”

Thorn chuckled as George took the jade bear from him and reexamined it. “Your dragons and treasure sound a lot like our bears with honey.”

“Oh, honey, yes. Now I get it.” George handed the jade bear to Emilia. “Here, why not ask Magnus?”

They followed Emilia out of her cave, along the low tunnel, and out into the bigger cave, where Ruby and Magnus were slowly pawing their way through his treasure. “Magnus, do you recognize this?”

She held out the jade bear and he picked it up, shaking his head as he held it in his hand. “No. I’ve never seen it before.” He turned it over and over, examining it from every angle before handing it back to Emilia. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten your treasure now, too?”

“It’s not mine,” she asserted firmly.

“And you think it might belong to Chin Shan?” Ruby asked, taking a closer look. “Jade is often used to carve figures in China. Sapphi’s mother-in-law gave her a beautiful jade dragon as a wedding gift.”

“It’s a tenuous link. We saw it in a painting at the museum, it was in Perry’s house about the time Chin Shan was here. But there is no direct link to Chin Shan.” Thorn stared at the jade bear. “We should just go, we’re wasting time and wasting the night.” He pocketed the jade bear and the amulet, doing up the zipper so they couldn’t fall out.

“I agree. We could spend all night searching here. Let’s seal up the caves and get moving.” Magnus took one last look at his treasure and headed toward the cave entrance with Ruby behind him. After a moment’s hesitation, Thorn and the others followed.

Back out into the night air, they stood on the trail that was no more than a ledge and looked at the entrance. “Let’s push the boulders back across the entrance. We should perhaps add more to it, to keep people out.” Magnus’s comment was aimed at Thorn, who took it in good humor, whether Magnus meant it as a joke or not.

“Nosy locals, never minding their own business,” Thorn joked.

“I for one am glad you didn’t mind your own business. If you hadn’t followed my brother, I would still be asleep, instead of standing here with you all under a moonlit sky.” Emilia cast her gaze up to the stars that appeared one by one as the sun set deeper behind the mountains. Soon the darkness would be complete, and they could fly a direct route along the spine of the mountain without worrying about being seen.

The three dragons shifted, and Thorn climbed on Emilia’s back, while George gingerly climbed on Magnus’s back. They quickly covered up the mouth of the tunnel and then flew in formation up toward the highest peak, Ruby in front with Magnus and Emilia on either side, flanking her as they pushed their senses out, in a bid to locate anyone who might be on the mountain.

It was good practice since when they reached the area around Stone Claw, they would have to be on their guard. Thorn tightened his grip on Emilia and prayed they were not making a mistake. Usually, when he was on the hunt for a relic and didn’t know if he might be attacked by the locals, he felt a thrill of excitement. Today, he was filled with apprehension. He knew why.

Normally his missions were solitary. If something went wrong, he only had to think about himself. But tonight, he had four other people to think about, one of whom was his mate. Dearer to him than anything else in this world or the next.

The dragons flew on, leaving the mountain range that was their usual territory and flying over towns and villages. Their massive wings beat fast, eating up the miles until in the distance the River Run Mountain range loomed up out of a flat grassy plain. As one, the dragons sped up, intent on reaching their destination under cover of darkness.

Thorn pulled out his phone, which had GPS enabled, and looked for Stone Claw on the map. It was about twenty miles due west, and the dragons banked and climbed higher up the mountains as they headed for the place where answers were waiting to be uncovered. He sensed the thrill of excitement that threaded its way through Emilia’s veins. She’d never flown with dragons like this, her life before was one of hiding away.

She was free. Free and beautiful and brave. He swore a silent oath that he would never allow anyone to take that freedom from her. As they swept down like a hurricane over the forest, the downdraft from their wings bending the trees as they neared their destination, a cry rang out.

Thorn didn’t see what happened next, but Ruby shied to one side and something whistled past Emilia’s left flank, nearly grazing her. Rage filled him, they were under attack!

Cries from below were followed by another wooden spear aimed at the dragons. Thorn tightened his grip as Emilia rolled over, avoiding the weapon shot from below. He watched as Ruby and Magnus flew higher, and higher, trying to gain maximum height so the spears could not reach them.

Emilia meanwhile kept to the same altitude and with a zing and more shouts, another spear whistled through the air, heading straight for them. But Emilia was agile and moved out of reach easily. Why wasn't she climbing out of reach with the others?

Then Thorn understood. Emilia was a decoy while the other dragons flew high enough to be unseen from those below. Their role in this was obvious.

Another spear whistled toward them. Emilia curved her sinewy spine and twisted out of the way. Then Ruby and Magnus appeared, diving fast and furious, with fire spurting from their mouths as they set the weapons on fire. In a whoosh of fire, the wooden machines made to kill dragons burst into flames and the men fled, shouting to each other in panic.

As the dragons regrouped, Thorn pulled out his phone and checked his GPS. As he thought, they had not yet reached Stone Claw, instead, they were flying directly over the town of River Wolf. The mystery deepened, and there was only one way to figure it out. They had to land and question the people who had tried to attack the dragons.

One way or another, they needed answers, and when Emilia opened her mouth and flames filled the air, Thorn knew that she would do whatever it took to find those responsible for this attack.


Chapter Sixteen – Emilia

The dragons landed in a tight circle, ready to fight whoever came their way.

Anger burned brightly in her mind and a primal need to tear someone to shreds and make them pay took over her. This was what her forefathers must have felt on the eve of battle, and she relished it. The spell cast upon her was now gone, she was fully awake and fully alive and fully ready to defend herself and her family. But most of all she was ready to defend her mate.

Any one of those spears might have injured him. Or worse.

At that thought she inhaled deeply, igniting her dragon breath which she unleashed on the surrounding area, charring the undergrowth.

“Hello!” A voice came from a long way off, strong but wary. “I come in peace.”

Emilia stamped her foot and the ground shook. Whoever approached had better be ready to die! She trembled with rage. Thorn placed his hand on her shoulder, soothing her, while Magnus’s dragon turned his head and snapped at her, warning her to keep calm.

She tensed, ready to strike, but reined in her fury as a man approached with his hands in the air. “Sorry about that.” His voice wavered with nerves as he approached the dragons. “My dad and my uncle, plus a few of the other old-timers have been practicing for this all their lives, just like their fathers and grandfathers before them.”

“Practicing for what?” Thorn called out.

The guy waved his hands at the dragons. “A dragon attack.”

“You’ve been anticipating a dragon attack?” This statement confused Thorn. “But everyone thinks dragons are a myth.”

“True. They do now, but my village has these stories handed down over the generations that tell of how dragons used to live in these mountains.” He paused before continuing. “And no offense, but they were not friendly, they took what they wanted when they wanted it.”

Thorn did the unthinkable, he slid his leg behind him and jumped down to the ground. Emilia’s dragon turned her head and warned him to stay back, to keep out of danger, but he simply stroked her snout and approached the guy.

“We’ve come in peace. All we want is knowledge.” Thorn spoke with a voice of reason, and the other guy relaxed and held out his hand.

“I can tell you anything you want to know.” He gave a half grin, testing this new friendship. “If you could give us some answers in return.”

“We have a deal.” Thorn shook his hand. He was an honorable man, one of the reasons Emilia loved him so much was his loyalty and honesty, the dragons were bound by his word.

They shifted one by one.

“So it’s true, there really are dragon shifters still alive in the world,” the man spoke with awe and reverence.

“I told you.” A man, much older, and with a crossbow in his hands, burst from the trees, aiming his weapon at Magnus. The air shimmered as the three dragon shifters prepared to shift, and Thorn stepped forward to tackle the armed man.

“Granddad.” The younger man stepped in front of the crossbow, putting himself in the line of fire. “Please, everyone calm down.”

“Patrick, get out of my way.” The old man sidestepped but Patrick matched him step for step.

“Granddad, please. Put the crossbow down and let’s talk this through.” Patrick kept his voice calm and even, and yet there was an undertone of command beneath it.

The old man growled, a deep throaty sound, but he lowered the crossbow all the same. “You’ll regret it. No one sits down to talk with a dragon and walks away with his head on his shoulders.”

Thorn chuckled. “Is that an old family saying?”

Patrick nodded. “I’m afraid it’s been passed down from generation to generation, along with the promise that dragons would one day return and burn the village to the ground.”

“About that,” Magnus began.

“What about that?” the old man asked, thrusting the crossbow forward. “Your kind rained fire down on this village before we found protection.”

“And what was this protection?” Ruby asked, stepping forward eagerly.

“Why would we tell you?” the old man snapped.

“Because if you don’t I might just bite your head off.” Ruby’s words were not diplomatic, and the old man and young woman stood staring at each other for a moment before the old man erupted into laughter. “I always thought dragons had no sense of humor. But now I see they just think they’re funny. When they are not.”

“Granddad.” Patrick sighed. “Maybe you should leave this to me.”

“No, I was joking,” Ruby admitted. “You remind me of my mom.”

“I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” the old man said.

“It is. My mom would protect me and the rest of my family with her life. Dragon or wolf…” She glanced at George and Thorn. “Or bear… It doesn’t matter. Blood is not the only bond a family shares.”

“A bear.” The old man adjusted his stance and glared at George and Thorn. Patrick also tensed as he turned to face them. “Dragons and bears working together against wolves. Some things never change.”

“The Stone Claws. Are you talking about the Stone Claws?” Thorn asked quickly, attempting to defuse the situation.

“So you are with them.” The old man tightened his grip on the crossbow.

“No. We’re not with anyone,” Thorn insisted. “We came here to get information about a man named Chin Shan.”

Patrick and his granddad exchanged glances. “What about Chin Shan?”

“You’ve heard of him?” Emilia stepped forward and went to stand by Thorn’s side. “He was from the Stone Claw Clan, wasn’t he?”

Granddad spat on the ground. “He was. One of the founders of the clan who came over here hundreds of years ago and settled on the other side of the mountain.”

“You did not get along with them?” Magnus asked.

“Something like that,” Patrick agreed.

“Will you tell us why?” Emilia asked.

“Not here.” Patrick took the crossbow from his granddad. “Come on, let’s show them our hospitality, not our weapons.”

Granddad cast a distrusting look at the newcomers but nodded. “This way, your grandma will have supper ready and I’m sure we can find some ale to drink.”

The two men turned and walked away, expecting the dragons and bears to follow. They did. This was why they were here, to find out about the Stone Claws. With Patrick’s admittance that they knew of Chin Shan, it seemed likely they were about to find out the truth about the curse and the Stone Claw Clan’s part in it.

“Do you trust him?” Emilia asked as they passed the smoking remains of the large slingshots that had launched the arrows at the dragons.

“I do,” Thorn replied.

“Even though they tried to kill us?” Ruby asked caustically.

“Patrick stopped that from happening.” Thorn shrugged. “Let’s hear their reasons and then make a decision. But ultimately they know we are not here to hurt them.”

“How do they know that?” Emilia asked.

“Because they are still alive,” Magnus answered.

Thorn grinned. “Exactly. They were frightened. Although how they knew there were dragons approaching, I have no idea.”

“We have dragon stones set around the village perimeter,” Patrick said, making it obvious he had overheard their whole conversation. “The legends say they light up when dragons approach. Until today none of us knew that was true.”

“I always told you they were real,” Granddad said. “My father and his father before him were tasked with tending those stones each week. Now it’s my turn, and then it’ll be yours.”

“They lit up when we came close?” Emilia asked. “And the weapons?”

“They’ve been there for centuries. When one rots, we replace them. It’s part of who we are.” They reached a house on the edge of town, and Patrick went up the steps and stood on the porch, while his granddad went inside.

“Don’t ever forget who you are, Patrick,” Granddad said as he passed by.

“I won’t.” Patrick rolled his eyes. “I am never going to hear the end of this.”

“I can’t believe you are still on alert after all this time,” Magnus said. “Most people thought dragons died out hundreds of years ago.”

“When your village was all but wiped out by a dragon, you get scared. That fear has been instilled in every child born on River Wolf lands. I was just getting them to relax about the whole thing when you all showed up.” Patrick spoke good-naturedly. “I don’t know whether to feel pleased the stories were true and the whole village hasn’t lived under a state of disillusion for centuries, or frustrated that my grandfather is going to insist they go back to weekly drills in the event of a dragon attack.”

Ruby burst out laughing. “You seriously do drills?”

Patrick nodded, and George, who had been quiet the whole time, said, “I’d love to see that.”

“You are a bear, they won’t let you into their secrets,” Patrick wagged his finger at George.

“Whatever bears have done to you, I apologize,” George said solemnly.

“It’ll take more than an apology. The Stone Claw Clan were responsible for the near destruction of what was a prosperous village.”

“Why?” Emilia asked quietly, but just then the voice of Granddad called them into the house. 

Emilia sighed in frustration, she was sure Patrick held the clue they had come here seeking. But he turned and entered the house, and they all followed.

“Sit and eat,” an elderly woman waved at them to sit around the table. “Then we’ll make introductions and you can talk.”

“This is my grandma, Hetty. My granddad you’ve met,” Patrick began the introductions.

“You can call me Lupe,” Patrick’s granddad said. “Unless you attack, and then you can call me death.” He raised his hands and made them into claws.

“Lupe, manners,” his wife glared at him and then chuckled. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not a ghost. Dragons. What good is a wolf against a dragon?” His eyes went wide, and he sat down heavily as if the evening's events had only just registered in his brain. “All these years I never actually believed it. Yet tonight I saw them with my own eyes.”

“I understand how you feel,” Thorn told Lupe. “I only found out recently that dragons were real. I only met one in person yesterday when Emilia woke up.”

“Woke up?” This got their attention, Thorn had subtly redirected the conversation back to the reason they were here. “Can you explain?” Lupe asked.

“I was under a spell. Someone cast Ancient Slumber on me and my brother, Magnus,” Emilia explained.

“Ancient Slumber. I’ve never heard of the spell,” Lupe said as his wife placed a big pot of chili down on the table and added a bowl of rice.

“Are you sure there’s enough for us all?” Thorn asked Hetty.

“Certain. I always make too much. I haven’t gotten used to my boys all leaving home and moving away from River Wolf lands.” She placed her hand on Patrick’s shoulder and swallowed down her emotions. “They go off to find jobs, and I never see them.”

Patrick covered his grandma’s hand with his own. “They still love you and visit when they can. But it’s always been the way for our village. We never recovered.”

“From what?” Thorn asked incisively as he helped himself to food. “Because we came here for a reason. And I wonder if that reason is linked to what happened to your people.”

Patrick glanced at Lupe, who gave a brief nod. “The legend of our people is learned by each son and daughter. It is passed along in spoken word, not written as most history is.”

“Go on,” George encouraged eagerly as Patrick paused.

“The legend says the people of the River Run Mountains were plagued by dragons. The great winged beasts would descend on the people and take their livestock and occasionally the townsfolk. One day a wise woman came to the people and said she had a talisman that would keep the dragons at bay.”

“A talisman.” Emilia wrapped her hand around the amulet in her pocket. “What kind of talisman?”

“An amulet. Emerald green and filled with enough power to protect the whole village from the dragons.” Patrick ate while he spoke. “The villagers were tired of losing to the dragon and so they bargained with the wise woman who took all their gold and silver and left them poor, but safe. She set the dragon stones in the ground around the village and gave the amulet to the clan’s alpha.”

“It worked perfectly until the Stone Claw Clan stole it.” Lupe eyed Thorn and George with added suspicion.

“Chin Shan.” Emilia breathed. “He stole it from River Wolf?”

“Him or one of the others. But he used to come here and work the fields, we shared our prosperity with them as much as we could. It was why we felt so betrayed. Of course, there was no proof, and Chin Shan was never seen again.” Lupe scooped up a forkful of chili and jammed it in his mouth.

“How do you know it was the Stone Claws? Aside from Chin Shan’s disappearance, what makes you blame them?” Thorn asked, studying Lupe surreptitiously.

“The Stone Claws settled in the mountains after they became marooned here. Their ship was sunk in a hurricane and they lost everything.” It was Patrick’s turn to talk. “They were hounded from the towns and villages along the coast so they moved inland. All they had was a few meager belongings and the clothes on their back.”

“When they claimed part of the mountain as their own, the River Wolf Clan offered them food and friendship. What we could never offer was protection from the dragons.” Lupe shrugged. “So they took our amulet, ripped it right out from under the noses of the people who helped them.”

Patrick gave his father a sad smile. “We don’t know this. We can’t say what was fact and what was fiction.”

“Can’t we?” Lupe bit back. “Before tonight you could hold onto your belief that this was made up. Dragons didn’t exist. Now you sit in the presence of three such dragons.”

“He has a point,” Hetty told Patrick. “We might all have to put our prejudices aside after tonight.”

Lupe grumbled as he ate, but Patrick looked more positive. “You are asking us to trust bears and dragons?”

“Is that so hard?” Emilia asked. “We have never done you any harm. We only came here for answers. The past is the past, believe me, I know.”

“How long were you asleep?” Hetty asked.

“A long time.” Emilia pressed her lips together, not sure if the three members of the river Wolf Clan would believe her. “Centuries. In fact, we believe Chin Shan put us to sleep.”

“Chin Shan. Why?” Lupe asked.

“For money.” Magnus shrugged. “We have no real proof.”

“But we do have your amulet.” Thorn took it from his pocket and set it down on the table.

“That’s it?” Patrick leaned forward, and his hand closed around the amulet.

“It is.” Emilia shuddered at the sight of it. “Chin Shan used the Ancient Slumber spell and then placed this amulet in my cave to protect me from anyone who might try to harm me or steal my treasure. At least I hope that’s what he intended.”

“It doesn’t just keep dragons out, it keeps dragons in, too,” Thorn explained.

Patrick smoothed his hand over the fine gold that covered the gem inside. “This trapped you?”

“Yes, if you open it, a barrier will form around you. And I for one have spent much too long inside the barrier.” As she watched Patrick, she finally felt free of the cave and the spell that kept her there. The amulet was not hers, it wasn’t part of her treasure and the relief at handing it back to its rightful owner was immense.

She only hoped Patrick would not misuse its power. If he did, the River Wolf Clan might once again feel the wrath of dragons.


Chapter Seventeen – Thorn

“What happened to the Stone Claw Clan?” Thorn asked Patrick as he looked down at the amulet.

“The Stone Claw Clan?” He shook his head as if trying to clear it. “All we know is they left the area.”

“Why?” Emilia asked. “If this is where they found a safe haven, why leave?”

“They bought a ship and sailed home,” Lupe replied, reaching out and running his fingers over the amulet. “I think they bought their ship with the blood of our people.”

“Perry paid Chin Shan to cast the spell and he gave the money to his people and they left. He sacrificed himself for his people.” Emilia’s version of events was the most plausible, but Lupe wasn’t happy.

“Sacrificed himself! Sacrificed our people and our village.” He huffed and stood up abruptly. “This town was prosperous. Our fathers had traded their wealth for the amulet, so their children and their children’s children could have a future. It wasn't our fault we couldn’t protect the Stone Claws, too.”

“Sacrifice was probably the wrong word,” Thorn cut in, his hand covering Emilia’s. “Chin Shan never left with his people, he stayed in Bear Creek.”

“No doubt gloating over his success,” Lupe spat.

“We believe he traded his memory, too. He never left because he didn’t remember where he came from.” Magnus had been silent through most of the exchange, but now he spoke. “They cursed me with a memory loss spell, and I think he used the same one on himself so that he could never reveal the whereabouts of the dragons and their gold.”

“How do you know this?” Patrick asked. “If he lost his memories, how do you know?”

“We spoke to a descendant of the Stone Claw Clan.” Thorn didn’t say where this descendant lived. Sage had no part in all this, and he didn’t want to bring trouble to her door.

“Pie.” Hetty placed a key lime pie on the table. “Nothing helps a bad mood like pie.”

“Then we should all get some sleep,” Patrick said. “We all need to sleep on things. Tomorrow, we’ll have clearer heads.”

“Good idea,” Thorn agreed as Hetty cut the pie.

“Will you stay?” Hetty asked. “The house is empty with the boys being away. You can use their rooms.” She passed around pieces of pie, which was delicious. Hetty was right, the mood improved immediately, even Lupe seemed a little happier.

“If you’re sure, we could camp in the mountains otherwise,” Thorn replied.

“No, we like a house full of people. Don’t we, Lupe?” Hetty looked at her husband with a threatening stare.

“Fine with me,” Lupe replied and Hetty smiled indulgently.

“More pie?” Emilia basked in warmth surrounding her in this small cottage kitchen. Thorn longed to give her children of her own, to make a family with his true mate.

“After the dragons died out, why did the village never prosper?” George asked. “Did the trade change? Or some kind of recession?”

“No, it is simpler than that,” Patrick replied. “From the stories passed down, it seems in one of the attacks that followed, a mighty dragon swept down from the Tama Peak and wrought ruin on the mountainside, hurling large boulders down the valley which cut off the water supply the villagers used to irrigate their crops.”

“Leave or starve. Most people left,” Hetty said sadly.

“You said according to stories passed down. Is that something you can prove?” George asked. He’d finished his pie and leaned forward eagerly. The older man reminded Thorn of himself. Always after a snippet of information that might shed light on an ancient mystery.

“I’ll show you where the water supply was cut off by a rockslide. But we have no way to prove what caused it,” Patrick said. “It was a long time ago.”

“Not to us,” Magnus said. “Although we never flew this way, nor did we know of other dragons in the area.”

“Perhaps our mother did and that’s why she told us it was too dangerous to fly. We always thought it was because she didn’t want anyone to see us, but what if it was more than that?” Emilia caught Magnus’s gaze and held it. “What if Father was killed by another dragon?”

“We can’t ever know for sure,” Magnus answered. “All we have to go on is what she told us.”

“Which could have been a lie to protect us.” Emilia clasped her hands together and stared down at them.

“There is a cave high in the mountains. It’s difficult to get to…” Patrick began. “There are paintings on the wall. Made by the Stone Claw Clan. It was where they sheltered when the dragon came. After we’ve seen the rockslides, I’ll take you there.”

“It’s a difficult climb,” Lupe warned.

“I was thinking about that. What if we left before first light and flew up there?” Patrick eyed the dragons nervously. “If you don’t mind another passenger.”

“Not at all,” Magnus said quickly. “Any new information we can find will help us.”

Thorn put his arm around Emilia’s shoulder. “If there is a story here to unearth, we will do it together. Wolves, bears, and dragons.” He fixed his attention on Patrick. “Perhaps this can be the beginning of a new era. One where wolves, bears, and dragons help each other.”

“I’d like that.” Patrick cast a sidelong look at Lupe. “Although I’m not the one who needs persuading.”

Lupe mumbled something unintelligible, then jumped, his questioning gaze resting on Hetty. Thorn looked down at his empty dish, afraid he would burst out laughing and ruin the moment as Lupe rubbed his leg.

Hetty opened her eyes wide and tilted her head toward Thorn and the others. With a scowl, Lupe fixed his attention on Thorn and said, “It’s time to put the past behind us.”

“And it’s time to put the dishes in the sink.” Hetty stood up and busied herself clearing the table.

“Can I help you?” Emilia asked, quickly getting up and helping to clear the table.

“Thank you, Emilia.” Hetty studied the female dragon shifter carefully, a smile playing across her lips. “I hope I look as good when I’m a few hundred years old.”

Emilia’s hand flew to her face, stroking her smooth skin. “I keep thinking all the years will catch up with me and I’ll wither away,” she confided.

“I don’t think that’ll happen.” Hetty leaned forward and said, “I don’t think your man will care what age you look. Or what you were, or even if you’ve still got your own teeth.”

Hetty was right, Thorn loved Emilia for who she was, he only hoped she knew that. If she didn’t, it was up to him to make sure she understood the depths of his feelings for her every day.

“I’ll get some blankets and show you where to sleep. We have two spare rooms, so George, do you mind taking the couch?” Lupe asked as he busied himself organizing everyone.

“Couch is fine with me,” George replied. “I don’t know how much sleep I’ll get, though. This day has brought too much excitement for a man like me.”

“I’ll give you a hand, Lupe,” Magnus followed him out of the room, despite Lupe’s insistence that he was fine on his own.

A half-hour later, Thorn was snuggled in bed with Emilia. He smiled softly into the darkness, he’d never imagined snuggling could be so incredible. Inhaling her scent, he kissed Emilia’s neck and pulled her closer.

Emilia sighed and turned around to face him, draping her leg over his thigh possessively. “What do you think of the River Run Wolves?” she asked, sliding her hand down over his butt and squeezing it.

“I like them.” He threaded his hand between their bodies and stroked the underside of her breast. “I’ve met people like them before. Villages where the young people leave to make new and better lives for themselves.” He lowered his head and grazed her nipple with his teeth through the fabric of her T-shirt.

“When they show us the rock fall.” She stroked his hard length with her hand, applying just the right amount of pressure. “What do we do?”

He hooked his arm over her thigh, lifting her leg higher and sliding a finger along her sex. She was wet, the heat from her body exciting him. 

“We see if we can increase the water supply to the town. If they want us to.” He inserted his finger into her slick heat. “Wetter is always better.”

She giggled and squeezed his cock harder, using her free hand to fondle his balls as she kissed his neck and then sucked his earlobe into her mouth. He jerked forward involuntarily and almost came prematurely. “You are a tease.”

“I’m not teasing,” Emilia told him firmly and grazed his hardened length with her nails. “I’m playing for real.”

He closed his eyes, ready to succumb to her touch, but he knew if he entered her he’d come in seconds. He had no willpower at all around Emilia. She exploded his senses and left him wanting more.

Pulling back, he flipped her over onto her back and slid down her body, kissing her soft belly. Lower, he kissed her inner thighs and pressed his hands against her knees to spread her legs wider. Emilia plunged her hands into his hair in anticipation and urged him to kiss her intimately. He was not going to disappoint her, but he was going to take his own sweet time and drive her to the brink of insanity first.

He stroked her thighs, kissing her skin while she moaned and writhed beneath him. It was his turn to tease. Thorn moved slowly but deliberately, each kiss, each stroke of his fingers drawing closer to their destination. A warm rush of arousal washed over him. His final destination was to bury himself inside her and make love to her until she came around him. To take her to new heights and leave her sated. Or perhaps over-sated.

“Get on with it, bear shifter,” Emilia gasped as he caressed her thigh with his warm breath.

“Patience, my darling dragon.” He ran a finger along her outer lips and she eased her thighs wider, her fingers threading almost painfully through his hair as she arched her back and offered herself to him.

What man could refuse such a sweet, sweet offering? Pushing his finger inside her, he ran his tongue over her mound, and then flicked her clit rapidly.

Her breath hissed, and she moaned as he grazed his teeth across the too sensitive bundle of nerves that were the center of her world as he licked and kissed her there. Lost to all else, she pressed her mound forward, urging him to finger her harder. Small mewling sounds escaped her mouth and her voice rose higher as her orgasm rushed toward her.

Slick sounds filled the room as he plunged his fingers deeper inside her, his fingertips stroking her inner walls until she exploded around him, her body tensing as her orgasm slammed into her.

“You are good, Thorn Manning.” Emilia, now recovered from her first orgasm, pushed him onto his back and slipped her leg over his thighs, straddling him. “Now it’s my turn.”

She curled her fingers around his hard length and lifted herself up so she hovered over him, the tip of his cock brushing against her. Slowly, she lowered herself down onto him. The head of his cock slipped inside her slick heat and he closed his eyes in ecstasy.

Emilia giggled and lifted herself up, leaving his cock waving in the air. “Not fair,” he growled, and slipped his hand around her shoulders, pulling her back down onto the bed. Thorn hovered over her body, and she arched her back and wrapped her legs around his waist.

“Dragons don’t play fair.” Emilia lifted her head off the bed and nipped his bottom lip before claiming his mouth with hers. Easing his hips forward, he entered her, burying himself inside her as their tongues entwined. “Make love to me, Thorn. Chase the past away.”

Her confident exterior slipped as their eyes met, and he stroked her cheek, his fingers brushing away a stray tear as it trickled down her cheek. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.” She buried her face in the crook of his neck. “I don’t want to ever leave you.”

“Hey, you won’t.” He threaded his fingers through her hair and coaxed her to look at him. “Why would you leave me?”

She shrugged. “Coming here, the stories of dragons. Of a dragon who might have been responsible for killing my father. What if he’s asleep in a cave somewhere? What if he wakes up?”

“Then I’ll protect you.” He smiled, and she rolled her eyes at him. “Whatever happens, whatever we find, we face it together. You are not alone.” His heart ached for her. Being alone for so long must have been unbearable.

“I wasn’t really aware of being in the cave, and yet a part of me knew I was there, felt the endless years passing by with no hope of it ending.” Emilia rested her head on the bed. “Not exactly pillow-talk, I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t apologize. I want you to be honest with me and I want you to know I’m here for you, no matter what.”

“Even if my teeth fall out?” Emilia covered her teeth with her lips as she spoke.

Thorn chuckled. “Even then.”

“I never thought I would love my mate the way I love you. Not so soon.” Tears glittered in her eyes. “I always thought my parents got lucky. My mother and father loved each other. At least my mother loved my father, I was too young to remember him and how they were together. But when my mom spoke about him, I could feel their love. It was as if I could reach out and touch it.”

A smile played across his lips. “I love you, too, Emilia, in a whirlwind romance, never thought this could happen to me kind of a way.” He lowered his head and kissed her. He was still buried deep inside her, sheathed by her inner walls.

“Maybe you could show me how much you love me.” Emilia flexed her inner muscles and tightened around him.

“Anytime.” He eased himself out of her, before thrusting forward. Every part of him wanted every part of her. The good and the bad, the soft and the hard, the rough and the smooth. They were meant to be together, not even time could keep them apart, and as he buried himself inside her, his essence filling her, he knew they were exactly where they were supposed to be.

Fate had led them down a path, one they didn’t choose, but tomorrow, they would perhaps learn to put it behind them once and for all.


Chapter Eighteen – Emilia

They rose before the sun and headed outside, after a quick breakfast of fresh bread and fruit, along with copious amounts of coffee.

“Let’s go back to where you landed,” Patrick suggested. In his hand, he carried the amulet, and for a moment, Emilia was hit by the urge to grab it from him and fly away.

Her lack of trust in anyone other than Magnus and Thorn was an issue she must overcome, and she hoped today would take her one step closer to conquering her suspicious nature. Before Perry had put her under the spell, she had seen good in everyone, but blind faith in people had led to her downfall.

Was it a downfall? her dragon asked. We are happier now than we have ever been. We are freer than we have ever been.

Her dragon was right. In the past, women were treated as the goods and chattels of men. In this new world, she was an equal. She was respected by Thorn and the other men, she had a voice and an opinion that counted.

“What are you smiling about?” Magnus enquired as she fell into step with him and linked her arm through his. Patrick, Lupe, Thorn, and George were talking about the mountain and the water supply, while Ruby lagged behind as she spoke to Harlan on her phone.

“How we have changed. In the short time we have been awake, we have changed so much.” Emilia looked up and her brother. “Love has changed us.”

“It has. For the better. In this new world, we are free. No constraints from class or fortune. Ruby tells me we can be whatever we want to be.” Magnus looked over his shoulder at his mate.

“And what do you want to be?” Emilia asked.

“I am going to learn to work alongside Ruby in Harlan’s business. The technology takes some getting used to, but computers are the most amazing thing. You can learn anything from the internet.” His voice filled with wonder. “And what about you, Emilia?”

“A family.” Emilia’s wants were simple. “I suppose I’m not ready to be a modern woman after all.”

“Raising a family is one of the hardest yet most rewarding things in the world.” He grinned. “Fiona told me that over a pint of good ale.”

“I would like to know Fiona more. She and Harlan lived through the times we slept. I’d like to learn about all the changes,” Emilia told Magnus.

“Promise me one thing, Emilia.”

“What?”

“Do whatever makes you happy.” They came to a standstill next to the others and waited for Ruby to join them. “This is our second chance and you need to grab ahold of it and not let go.”

“I promise,” Emilia replied solemnly and threaded her hand into Thorn’s. Her mate looked down at her and kissed the top of her head. “Ready to fly again?”

“With you, always.” Thorn looked at the sky. “We have an hour before dawn. We should hurry.”

“I’ll shift first, and carry Lupe and Patrick,” Magnus announced. “They can guide me. The rest of you can follow.” He glanced at Ruby and then Emilia, a strange look in his eyes, and she knew he didn’t trust the wolves either. As usual, Magnus was doing his best to protect the rest of them.

“We’ll be close behind,” Ruby assured him. “Are you ready, George?”

“Always.” George grinned, his teeth showing white in the soft darkness before dawn.

The air shimmered and Magnus shifted into his dragon. The wolf shifters took a step back, and Lupe held onto his son’s arm. “Incredible,” he said in awe of the mighty dragon who stood before them. The veil of darkness did nothing to diminish the presence of a dragon. If anything, the shadow of dawn made the dragon loom bigger and when his head swung around on a sinewy neck, there was no mistaking the power and strength of the mythical beast.

Patrick’s hand closed around the amulet in his pocket and a cold fear gripped Emilia. But what good would it do the wolves? If he opened the amulet, and the barrier surrounded them, Patrick and his father would be trapped, too, and eaten alive most probably. Did they mean to sacrifice themselves in the same way Chin Shan sacrificed himself?

“Are we really gonna ride a dragon?” Lupe asked nervously.

“We are, Granddad.” Patrick put his hand under Lupe’s arm and half dragged him toward Magnus, who turned his head and huffed at the two wolf shifters.

“He doesn’t bite,” Ruby said. “Well, not too hard, I guess.”

“Funny,” Patrick said with a grin. “You want to explain how we get on?”

“Sure.” Ruby stepped forward and shoved her phone into her back pocket. “Magnus, crouch down for me.” She placed her hand on his shoulder and Magnus lowered himself down so Lupe could climb on his back, with plenty of encouragement and support from Patrick.

Once he was securely seated behind Magnus’s large horny spine, Patrick climbed on behind him. “Hold tight, Granddad.” With those words, Magnus’s huge dragon launched himself into the air, his wings flapping hard. As the gloom of early dawn swallowed him, all that told of his presence was the steady thrum of his wings.

“So, do we trust them?” George asked pointedly as they stood together in a huddle.

“Yes,” Thorn answered.

“You do?” Emilia did not hide her surprise.

“They want answers as much as we do. And if we can return the water to the valley, Hetty might get her sons back. So yes, I trust them.” Thorn shrugged. “Not everyone is a bad guy.”

“I will remind you of that if anything bad happens.” Ruby slapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s go, I don’t want to lose my mate.”

“You don’t think he can handle himself against two wolf shifters?” Thorn teased.

“Thorn, be nice,” Emilia warned him as Ruby scowled at the bear shifter.

“Come on, where’s everyone’s sense of adventure?” He held out his hands as if pleading with them. “This is awesome, we’re learning about people who walked this earth hundreds of years ago.”

“You two are particularly well suited, aren’t you, Emilia?” Ruby glanced into the sky as if still sensing Magnus.

“We are both well suited to our mates,” Emilia answered. “I have never seen my brother so excited about life. Even more than when he was commissioned to paint members of Parliament.”

“He did what?” George asked, intrigued.

“Later, let’s go!” Ruby walked a short distance away and shifted, which immediately diverted George’s attention.

Within minutes, the two dragons were flying fast and true after Magnus, racing side by side, matching wingbeats. The thrill of flight filled Emilia, and she wanted to tip her wings and spiral around and around with sheer joy, but she was acutely aware of Thorn on her back, and so she resisted the temptation.

They caught up with Magnus in a low-sided valley. Below them were ancient trees and scrubby bushes, bordering what could be a dried-up stream bed. At the top of the valley, they would find the boulders that dammed the river that once fed the village with water. However, before they reached the end of the valley, Magnus changed direction, heading west toward a higher peak.

Emilia started to relax and enjoy herself, the early morning dew coated her scales as they skimmed a grassy plain, and she shook her head, spraying water droplets into the air. As the first rays of sun peaked over the horizon behind them, the droplets sparkled like stardust. Life and love surged through her veins fed by the freedom of this moment.

Magnus altered his course once more and climbed steadily upward as he followed the contours of a high cliff face. Cresting the mountain range, he dropped down sharply to land on a small ledge, where he waited for Patrick and Lupe to slide off his back before shifting back to his human form. Emilia landed next, and then Ruby, both waiting patiently for their passengers to climb off before they shifted and joined the others at the mouth of a cave.

The chilly air surrounded them as they stood deep in shadow under the mountain. “This is the cave,” Patrick said. He pointed further down the mountain. “The Stone Claws settled just down there. Their soil was fertile, and probably still is.”

“Why didn’t they move away if the area was prone to dragon attacks?” Thorn asked.

“Where would they go to?” Patrick shrugged. “They came here because they had nowhere else to go. They settled here and built their homes. Perhaps the dragons arrived later. No one knows for sure.”

Thorn nodded and walked to the edge of the ledge and looked into the distance, but it was too dark to see. “I’d like to explore the area in the light.”

“There’s not much to see,” Patrick said, moving to stand by his side. “Nature reclaimed what was there. The cave is all that remains.”

“Let’s take a look.” Thorn turned around and the two men walked back toward the others. Delving into his backpack, he took out a flashlight. The others did the same. “After you, Patrick.”

“This way.” Patrick shone his flashlight into the deep dark of the cave and took a step forward. Emilia hung back, not sure if she had the courage to follow.

“Hey.” Thorn took her hand and squeezed it. “Are you okay?”

“I have an aversion to caves.” She stared after the others as they went inside. “Especially when that amulet is close by.”

“You think Patrick will use it?” Thorn asked, picking up on her concern.

Emilia shrugged. “Would he trap himself inside with us?”

“I doubt it.” Thorn took the satellite phone from his pack. “I have a good signal. We can always call Harlan if something happens. And the only way the amulet can trap us is if we are backed into a corner and can’t get past the barrier. If we were trapped inside the barrier, now that we know how it works, all we have to do is shut it off.”

Thorn’s words made perfect sense, but the fear of enclosed spaces haunted her still. With her mate by her side, Emilia found the strength to take a step forward and then another, until she entered the cave.

The others were some distance inside, and she could hear their muffled voices, filled with a sense of wonder. Thorn, who still held her hand in his, increased his pace, eager to see what the others had found.

“Look!” Magnus beckoned her to him as they entered a large cave with a high domed ceiling and smooth walls. “Dragons.”

Emilia and Thorn joined Magnus. “That’s incredible,” Thorn said in awe of the ancient cave paintings that filled the walls.

“We never told anyone about this,” Patrick told them. “We were never sure how authentic they were.”

“You never told anyone because you didn’t believe,” Lupe replied. “I never told anyone because I didn’t want our valley filled with people tramping over our land. There is something sacred about these paintings. But they tell of a time when dragons, wolves, and bears lived in disharmony and that’s not the world any of us want. Is it?”

Patrick stepped forward and drew the amulet from his pocket. Emilia stiffened, ready to pounce and grab the amulet from Patrick. If she had to, Emilia would fight him for it, no matter what the cost. But before she could move, Thorn’s hand gripped her arm and held her back.

“After you gave me this, I thought about the past and I pictured the future. A future where we all work together and live in peace.” Patrick looked at his granddad and then nodded.

“We no longer believe dragons are a threat.” Lupe sighed and then mumbled, “I’m sorry I tried to shoot you down.”

“Apology accepted,” Ruby responded solemnly.

Patrick looked down at the amulet in his hand and then stepped forward with his arm outstretched. “Since this trapped you, Emilia, we believe it should be your choice what happens to it. We have no need for it anymore.”

Emilia’s hand shook as she accepted the amulet. “Thank you, Patrick. Thank you, Lupe.” The amulet was warm in her hand, and she resisted the need to place it on the hard stone floor of the cave and stamp on it until it broke into a hundred pieces.”

Magnus turned his flashlight back to the cave paintings. “This one shows a battle between two dragons. One green, one red.”

They all gathered around and studied the faded drawings. “The red dragon kills the green.”

“Do you think that was our father?” Emilia whispered.

“The green dragon was defending a village. The Stone Claw symbol appears in several paintings.” Thorn pointed to the small houses depicted on the cave wall. “The people fled to the cave. This cave perhaps?”

“Look at his one!” Ruby’s exclamation echoed through the cave.

“Our mother,” Emilia sobbed and covered her mouth. “The Stone Claws sent the dragon children away.”

“Why?” Magnus asked.

They stared at the drawings on the wall, the last drawing showed a ship on the sea, and then there were no more, the story of the Stone Claw Clan of the River Run Mountains ended.

“But your stories lived on,” Thorn said gently.

“Mother never spoke of this and we were too young to remember. She left here and went to Bear Creek all alone.” Emilia’s heart wrenched at the thought of her mother forging a new life with two young children and no family to support her.

“It explains how Chin Shan knew all about dragons. He might even have approached Perry with the news.” Thorn put his arm around Emilia’s shoulders. “Was your mother Oriental?”

Magnus shook his head. “Perhaps she and my father lived in these mountains before the Stone Claws ever arrived.”

“So much of the past is hidden from us,” Lupe said quietly. “But so much is before us. You, young people, have the chance to make the world anew every day.”

Thorn turned around to face Lupe. He placed a hand on his shoulder and on George’s. “But we need the advice and the wisdom of those who have gone before.”

“Don’t tell Fiona that, or she’d never let me forget it,” Ruby’s comment softened the moment.

“Come on, before it’s too light. We need to get down the mountain and clear those rocks for you.” Thorn gave Emilia a wink and then guided them all out of the cave.

They flew quickly, gliding on silent wings back down the mountain and stopped at the head of the valley, where a large collection of boulders had made a huge dam. Behind the dam, water swelled to rush down over a ledge, spilling into a deep pool, before disappearing into an underground cave.

“Have you ever followed the water system?” George asked, looking down into the deep chasm.

“We can only get so far, then it gets too deep. We had an underground survey carried out many years ago, but the water flowed too deep underground for them to glean any concrete knowledge,” Lupe answered. The two men discussed the situation for a few minutes before returning to the dragons. “We’ve agreed that we should feed off a small amount of water to flow down into the valley. If you don’t mind coming back soon, we can reassess it over time and get some expert advice.”

Thorn nodded. “Good idea. Today should be a symbolic act, the last thing we want is to deprive another community of water. Animal, plant or human.”

“Agreed.” Patrick directed the dragons, as they slowly removed a channel of boulders to allow the water to flow down over the dam and into the valley below. What started as a trickle soon became a stream and a sense of accomplishment filled Emilia.

Today had been a good day, and it was only sunrise.


Chapter Nineteen – Thorn

“Are you sure?” Thorn asked as he stared down at the Jewel of Avantar, which Emilia held in her hands.

“Absolutely.” She shrugged. “It isn’t mine.” His mate swapped the jewel into one hand and then plucked the amulet out of her pocket. “I also need to decide what to do with this.”

“What do you want to do with it?” Thorn asked. Her brow creased, and her arm sagged as the amulet weighed heavy in her hand and on her mind.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Should we destroy it?”

Thorn took the amulet from her and held it in his hand, weighing up the damage it had caused. Was there any safe way to keep it from ever hurting anyone again? “I don’t know.” He had no real answer.

“I’m scared it will suddenly open and trap me, or you, or anyone else. What if something happens to it and the barrier gets stuck around us?”

“The River Wolf Clan used it to keep them safe. We shouldn’t see it as evil. It’s an object, just like any other. Yes, it trapped you, but we don’t know if that’s what Perry meant to use it for, or if he used it to protect you.” Thorn smiled gently at his troubled mate. “You know, Perry might have known you would figure out how to shut it down.”

Emilia stared at the amulet, reliving days in the distant past, long before he was alive in this world. “You’re right. I shouldn’t live in fear.” She placed her hand under his and then closed his fingers around it. “I trust you to do what’s right with it.”

“What if I wanted to put it in the museum?” he asked, unsure if that was where it belonged.

“That is up to you.” Emilia looked up at him and a smile teased her lips. “Although I think that might be a little unadventurous.”

He frowned. “Unadventurous?”

“Yes. What if you are stuck in a desert storm and this is all you had for protection?” Emilia turned and grabbed her pack off the bed. “Or if you were being chased by a pride of lions.”

Thorn strode to the bed and caught the strap of his pack and threw it over his shoulder. “You want me to use it.”

“I do. You’re right, it was made to protect people. So why not use it for that very purpose? And if on your travels you find a village that needs protection from dragons, give it to them with my blessing.” She waited while he closed the door behind him. They had spent the day in the River Wolf village, celebrating the seemingly impossible return of water to the valley. The villagers had told stories of the countless times they had tried to clear the boulders away, but never succeeded. As the evening closed in, they had sat with their feet in the new stream that should bring back life to the valley.

“It’s hard to imagine how starved of water the town was,” Emilia commented as they left the house to join Lupe, Hetty, and Patrick in the garden at the back of their house.

“It’s a long way to pipe water up the mountain,” Lupe said. “We have enough to drink, and wash, and for some crops, but with this new flow of water, eventually we should be able to irrigate the land and grow crops. The cattle will drink from the stream. It was a good thing you did.”

“You are welcome.” Ruby hugged everyone and kissed their cheeks. “Come visit us in Bear Creek.”

“We will,” Patrick promised. “Are you sure you all don’t want to stay another night?”

“No, thanks, we have something we have to do.” He grinned at Emilia. “This treasure hunter has to do something he’s never done before.”

“We’re going to return the Jewel of Avantar,” Emilia told them, showing the jewel to the others.

“This is going to be an interesting night,” Ruby said as they said one last goodbye and walked back to the place they had landed only last night. Darkness crept in from the east as the shadows chased the sun from the sky.

“Thorn,” George touched Thorn on the shoulder, his voice thick with emotion. “I want to say thanks for bringing me along. And thank you to all the dragons here who have made me feel like one of the team. It’s the most fun I’ve had in years.”

Ruby put her arms around him and pulled him into a hug. “You aren’t just one of the team, George, you are one of the family.”

George wiped his eyes and said, “Thanks, Ruby. I’m an old man who lives on his own. It’s been a long time since I had a family.”

“Don’t, George, you’ll make me cry.” Ruby turned away and wiped her eyes.

“When this is over, don’t be a stranger,” Magnus told George.

Emilia looked at George shyly, she had been suspicious of him, but she knew he would keep her secret safe. “You are welcome in our home always. When we have a home.”

“One thing at a time,” Thorn told his mate. “We should go, it’s a long way.”

Emilia stretched. “I’m ready to fly.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, dropping a kiss on her head. He liked the idea of a home with Emilia, and as soon as they got back to Bear Creek, he would start to work on making that a reality. But right now, adventure beckoned.

Ruby and Magnus shifted and George climbed onto the big male dragon’s back. Together the two dragons launched themselves into the air and flew toward the mountain range. Emilia kissed Thorn on the cheek and walked away from him, leaving him longing for her touch, but eager to see her shift. He’d still not gotten used to seeing and touching a real live, fire-breathing dragon.

She stood magnificently before him, and he watched her for a moment, his heart beating rapidly at the thought that she was his, mind, body and soul.

And we are hers, mind, body and soul, his bear reminded him.

Thorn mounted Emilia’s dragon and she took off into the night to climb so high he thought they would touch the stars that came out one by one above their heads. He’d never been so connected, both with another creature and the world below.

Over the oceans and land, they flew. When they crossed the coast, Thorn used his GPS to guide the dragons to the heart of the Amazon Jungle, where the Jewel of Avantar had once been a symbol of power and protection to a long-lost tribe. The cave was still a place of worship, and getting in unseen might be tricky.

Although, landing three huge dragons might prove more difficult.

Gliding in a circle above the broad-leafed trees, they searched for a place to land that didn’t involve breaking down trees. The idea was to get in and out without being seen, or heard, and to leave no trace of their ever being here.

“There.” George pointed to an overhang next to a waterfall that cascaded a hundred feet or more into a deep pool below.

As Ruby angled her body and dropped down vertically toward the ledge, Thorn hoped dragons were known for their precision flying along with their firebreathing capabilities.

The other two dragons and two humans collectively held their breath as she spread her taloned feet out wide and placed them gingerly down on the ledge, poised to take off again if the large slab of rock gave way. It held, and she shifted in an instant then yelled, “Piece of cake.”

Magnus landed next and then Emilia, whose strength and power seemed to grow with each day that passed. The pale-faced weak woman who had left the cave was replaced by an energetic beauty who glowed with health and life.

“What next?” Emilia asked, her eyes sparkling.

“We track through the forest for half a mile to the cave, place the jewel on the altar and get out of there,” Thorn answered simply.

“A good plan,” George said with a grin and adjusted his pack. “I’ll sleep for a week after this.”

“Let’s do it, we should be airborne in a couple of hours and back in Bear Creek in time for breakfast.” Ruby looked around. “There’s no trail, is there?”

“Nope. But you have a bear to lead the way.” He shifted into his bear, brushing against Emilia as he set off through the forest. Her fingers laced in his fur before he pulled away and set off in a direct line for the well-worn trail that led to the cave. If he was right, they only had about two hundred feet of dense forest to get through before their journey became relatively easy.

Shouldering the tall fronds of foliage out of the way, he led them off the ledge. When woody stems were too thick, he chomped on them with his large teeth, like a panda bear chomps on bamboo. Yes, he might look funny, but this was serious business to his bear. He had to prove himself as a worthy mate, since so far in their relationship she’d been doing all the heavy lifting. Or, at least, heavy flying.

When he broke out onto the main trail it was with some relief, although his bear did not show it.

One by one the others joined him. Battered by the jungle but in one piece, they huddled together, brushing leaves and bits of jungle off each other. After a quick rest and a drink, his bear led them toward their destination.

Stretching his senses out as far as possible, he searched for any other life. Animal or human or shifter. Early in his career, Thorn learned that shifters were everywhere in the world, on every continent and in every country. Some were more secretive than others. Some were persecuted more than others.

It was safe, the nearest human was far enough away not to cause them a problem, although there was a big cat of some kind lurking in the dense undergrowth somewhere along the trail.

“How much further?” Emilia asked, placing her hand on his broad back in a very distracting manner. Thorn scanned the immediate area one last time before shifting back into his human form.

“Not far.”

“What’s wrong?”

He wasn’t aware anything was wrong until Emilia asked, then he realized something odd. “There’s no one guarding the cave.”

She looked straight ahead and fell silent. “You’re right, I can’t sense anyone. Except two big cats just off the trail. I can’t tell what they are.” She lifted her head and inhaled. “Shifters.”

“So that’s how they guard it,” Thorn told her. “Clever. I couldn’t tell if the big cat I sensed was a shifter or not. Now that there are two of them, I’m guessing more might follow.”

“What do we do?” George asked nervously.

“We see what happens and deal with the situation.” Thorn picked up the pace. If they acted quickly, the shifters might not have time to call in too much backup.

“Why don’t we just hand over the Jewel of Avantar to them?” Ruby asked, swatting away a large colorful butterfly that flew into her face.

“I’d rather not have to give any explanation as to where we found it,” Thorn replied. “This needs to be as low profile as possible.”

“Yeah, even to a shifter, knowing there are dragons in the world is going to come as a shock.” Ruby batted the butterfly gently away and it fluttered into the trees to rest on a large leaf. She stopped and stared at it.

“It’s very pretty,” Magnus told her, watching the butterfly as it fluttered its delicate wings.

“Do you think it’s a shifter?” Ruby suddenly asked, and they all stopped in their tracks to stare at the butterfly.

“No.” Magnus turned his head to take a better look. “Do you?”

Emilia joined them and stared up at the butterfly. “It did kind of look as if it was listening to your conversation.”

Thorn put his hands on his hips. “Great, exposed by a butterfly.”

“I don’t sense a shifter,” George commented. “Do you?”

“Not that close.” Emilia turned suddenly and stared into the lush forest surrounding them. “But there are several shifters approaching.”

“Right, let’s go.” Thorn kept his voice low but injected it with urgency and they all turned away from the butterfly and set off down the trail at a jog.

“Listen, why don’t you go on ahead and do what you have to do to get that back in its rightful place while we scare off anyone who might be close by,” George suggested.

“The dragons can’t shift,” Thorn reminded the others. “Not unless you want your cover blown.”

“Magnus and I are pretty good together when cornered,” Ruby replied. “You go, we’ve got your backs. As soon as you return the jewel, we’ll get out of here.”

Thorn figured Ruby meant they would shift and fly away, he could do the same as long as Emilia wasn’t seen. “Take care, you know the risks.” He turned away from them, before adding, “And don’t hurt anyone, this is supposed to be a good deed.”

“I promise no one will get hurt,” George assured him. “Now go.”

Emilia followed him along the trail, while the other three hung back, making enough noise to draw attention to themselves, while Emilia and Thorn melted into the darkness. He ran on silent swift feet, and Emilia followed in his footsteps.

The soft mud underfoot turned to rock as they reached the foot of a roughly hewn stone staircase. They were nearing the cave where the Jewel of Avantar belonged. Thorn climbed quickly, and Emilia followed, matching him stride for stride as they neared their destination. A thrill crept through Thorn, the same thrill that usually accompanied a great find. Only this time he was returning a sacred relic to the people it had been stolen from.

“Thorn,” Emilia’s voice reached him too late and he skidded to a stop as a leopard leaped out of the undergrowth.

They stood facing each other, the leopard’s luminous eyes studying the two strangers before him.

Awkward, Thorn’s bear made an obvious comment as the standoff continued.

Why didn’t you warn me? Thorn asked.

I didn’t sense him, his bear replied. Perhaps the shifters of the rainforests have evolved to be unseen and undetected.

“Hello.” Emilia took the initiative and stepped forward, her hands in the air to signify she meant no harm. “We’ve come to return something that belongs to your people.”

The leopard watched her with curiosity but didn’t shift or show any sign he was anything other than a big cat.

“So, we’re just going to continue on our way. We mean you no harm.” She reached for Thorn’s hand and they walked on at an unhurried pace. Thorn didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know the big cat was following them.

“What do we do?” Thorn asked uneasily.

“Complete the mission and leave,” Emilia said conversationally, not raising her voice or doing anything that might trigger a big cat attack.

“Sounds like a plan.” They walked together hand in hand, the stone staircase winding around in a tight circle until they stood inside a large cave. The smell of incense hung in the air and a small wooden altar stood in the center of the room, with a large rock before it that was empty, but below it was an image of the Jewel of Avantar and a description of its powers.

“Are we sure about this?” Thorn asked Emilia. “I don’t want to have to come back and steal it again.”

“Just do it,” Emilia said, casting a glance over her shoulder to where the leopard stood in the doorway panting slightly as he watched them.

Thorn took the stolen jewel out of his pack and set it down on the empty rock, where it nestled into a groove that still had the exact dimensions needed to hold the Jewel of Avantar snugly.

He wasn’t sure if he’d expected fireworks or something, but the return of the jewel changed nothing in the room, not even the room temperature. Thorn expected a little something to show their success.

“You did it,” Emilia said with relief.

“It wasn't exactly hard, was it?” Thorn asked, glancing around the room and expecting a swinging axe to come at him, or the floor to cave in.

“Perhaps that’s because you are returning the jewel, not stealing it.” Emilia reached out and took Thorn’s hand, threading her fingers through his. “Let’s just go.”

“Nice kitty,” Thorn said as they sidled past the leopard. In answer, the big cat bared his teeth and snarled at them. “He obviously never got the memo about saying thank you when someone returns an overdue jewel.”

As they left the cave, the leopard watched before walking up to the Jewel of Avantar and staring at it. “Let’s get out of here,” Emilia said and they ran down the steps, heading to where the others were still making a lot of noise. “Is that the sound of a bear?”

“It is, George must have shifted. Come on, they might need our help.” They ran flat-out, but before they reached the others, a loud growl and a snarl filled the air and the undergrowth stirred as if a hundred creatures moved as one.

“We should fly,” Emilia said breathlessly. “I can’t speak leopard, but I believe he was telling the others that the jewel has been returned and I sure do not want to be here if they want answers.”

Thorn nodded and they all ran back along the trail toward the ledge where they’d shifted. Behind them, the sound of several animals calling and snarling filled the forest. “Are they getting closer?”

“Yes,” Magnus said. “We should just shift here. So what if they know we’re dragons, they won’t know where we came from and I doubt they will tell anyone.”

“Magnus is right. The last thing these shifters want is the world trampling through their back yard,” Ruby agreed. “Goodness, you’d think they would be grateful we brought their precious jewel back.”

“They might want to interrogate us to find out who took it. Let’s put some distance between us and them. Is there room to shift?” Thorn asked, as George, still in his bear form, stood guard on the trail.

“We’ll make room,” Ruby said and shifted instantly, crushing the undergrowth under her large body.

“Go,” Magnus directed, and he watched with relief as Ruby launched herself into the darkness. “Emilia. George and I will bring up the rear.”

Emilia nodded and shifted. No sooner had her feet touched the ground than Thorn sprang on to her back as the forest around them became alive with movement. He held tight as she leaped into the air. Magnus shifted immediately, the air shimmering and sparkling as his dragon burst forth.

Thorn looked over his shoulder, he could not leave until George was safely on Magnus’s back. Emilia hovered above the ground, waiting.

“Go!” George’s voice reached them as Magnus leaped off the ground, just as two leopards jumped up at them from the side of the trail. Their teeth scraped Magnus’s scales but did not cause damage, and the three dragons and their passengers were soon swallowed up by the night sky.

Flying in formation, they turned for home and didn’t stop until they were safely back in Bear Creek.

“We made it,” George said, triumphant but weary as they were met by Fiona and Harlan.

“Did you get your answers?” Harlan asked.

Emilia leaned into Thorn, who wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “We did. At least we learned enough to know we are safe.”

Magnus nodded. “We both know where we belong, and it is not in the past. What happened, happened, and we have to move on.”

“Tomorrow. We can move on tomorrow. Right now I want to go home and not move for several hours,” Emilia said lightly, her hand on Thorn’s chest.

They walked toward the house, and Thorn leaned in to whisper in Emilia’s ear. “No moving at all?”

She looked up at him, her face radiant. “Perhaps some moving. You have not fulfilled your duty as a dragon’s mate yet today.”

“Thank you for reminding me, I take my role as a dragon’s mate very seriously.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

“We can get through this together, can’t we?” she asked suddenly.

“Through what?” Thorn asked.

“My readjustment to the new world.”

“Yes, we can do anything as long as we are together. And remember, we are not alone, you are part of an ever-growing family.”

“I’d like us to grow our family as soon as possible,” Emilia told him. “If there is one thing I have learned it is that life can throw things at you, unimaginable things, but together, we can get through them.” She stood still and pulled him back to her. “I love you, Thorn.”

“I love you, too, Emilia. And I agree on the family side of things. I might enjoy one or two last adventures before I settle down for good. With you by my side.”

“I like the idea of that.” She smiled at him, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Maybe I should look at life as one big adventure. It’s time to stop being so serious and embrace this new me.”

“I’ll embrace you anytime,” Thorn told her.

“You know one thing that has not changed?” Emilia asked as she kissed his lips.

“No, tell me?”

“Men still manage to sound corny.” They walked toward the house once more.

“Horny. Not corny.”

“What is horny?” Emilia asked.

“I’ll show you later.” He pulled her along as they caught up with the others. George was recounting his actions to Fiona and Ruby was talking to Harlan, while Magnus walked beside her, holding her hand.

We should be proud of ourselves, his bear said. We put things right, for Emilia, and perhaps earned some redemption for our family name.

Don’t take any of the credit, Thorn said. This was fate’s doing, and it took a long time planning.

His bear gave a silent thank you to fate, for delivering their mate to them not just over distance, but time. Miracles happened. Emilia would prove that to them each and every day of this, their new life together.


Epilogue

Emilia stood in the doorway of the cottage she’d grown up in and plucked a rose from the bush that grew around the door. Inhaling the sweet scent, she could be back in time, with Magnus sitting on the grass, painting her into the scene, immortalizing her for all time. Instead, Thorn lay on a picnic blanket watching her with such deep love in his expression it took her breath away.

“Are you coming to join me?” he asked, patting the blanket next to him.

“I am.” She walked toward him across the grass, the sound of the creek in her ears and the warmth of the late summer sun on her skin. Her clothes were splattered with paint, they had just finished the last of the rooms in time for their furniture to arrive tomorrow.

Moving in day.

“You look beautiful,” Thorn complimented, as she lowered herself down to the ground, her hand supporting the baby growing inside her.

“You are biased.” She kissed his cheek and leaned back resting on his shoulder. “But I’ll take your compliment.”

“You should.” He kissed her bare arm, sending tingling sensations through her body. “I mean every word I say.”

“This old girl appreciates your kindness, sir.” She chuckled as she looked up at the mountains in the distance. “All those years I slept while you were born, grew up and became a man.”

“Time is immaterial,” Thorn replied. “Any age, it doesn’t matter to me.”

She pulled her lips over her teeth. “Even if I have no teeth?”

“Even then.” He slipped his fingers under her chin and tilted her head back before he kissed her lips. His free hand slipped down over her swollen belly and caressed her stomach.

When their kiss broke, she sighed in contentment. “I’m the luckiest woman alive.”

“And I’m the luckiest man.” He stroked her blonde hair and inhaled her scent.

“Our children will run and play in the creek just as Magnus and I did. And since Ruby is pregnant too, they will have at least one cousin to join them.” Life had worked out perfectly. For now. Some days Emilia struggled to fight off the feeling that their happiness could be stolen from them in a moment, just as her life had been stolen by Perry.

But each day it got easier. Each day her love for Thorn grew. And each day she felt anchored to this place in time by the love surrounding her. She’d learned to trust in Thorn and knew he would never let her go, the bond between them would always lead them back to each other.

“I love you, Thorn Manning.” She sat up and looked at him, before leaning forward and kissing his lips.

“And I love you, Emilia Dumas.” He studied her face for a moment before he chuckled. “Ice cream?”

“Do you mind?” Emilia asked, as he stood up and went inside.

“Chocolate or vanilla?” he called over his shoulder.

“Both,” she replied, then lay down on the blanket, looking at the clouds scooting across the deep blue sky.

Some mornings she opened her eyes and feared this was a dream. Now she didn’t care, because if this was a dream, it was as perfect as could be, and she would not change a thing. This time, this place, this man, was her world. Real or make-believe it was perfection.

Just like cold ice cream on a late summer afternoon.
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I love hearing from my readers, you can find me here!
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www.harmonyraines.com
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