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Discovering there might be more dragons in the world sets dragon shifter, Ruby, on a journey to awaken them. What she never expected, was to find one in Bear Creek. Well, Wolf Valley, to be precise.

And she didn’t exactly find him.

Magnus Dumas walked out of the mountains one day with only the tattered clothes on his back. No memories, no possessions, the only thing he is sure of is his name. Until he meets Ruby.

Now he’s sure of two things his name and that Ruby, who tells him she is a dragon shifter, is his mate. How else can he describe the intense feelings he has for her, and the strong need to protect her—even though she is more than capable of looking after herself.

If only he could let go of his forgotten past and concentrate on his future. But without his memories, how can he know if he is a good or bad person.

A discovery leads them to his true identity. A discovery that tells them Magnus Dumas is from another time. As the mystery unfolds, can they work together to solve the puzzle? 

When the stakes are high Magnus and Ruby learn that the only two people in they can trust is each other.

That has to be enough. They have to be enough. Past and present collide in Awakened Dragon.

 


Chapter One – Ruby

The mountain range spread out before Ruby as she perched on the ledge of solid rock, her feet at the very edge, ready to jump. Peaks and valleys, high cliff faces, and gently sloping hills filled the scene below. The chilly wind buffeted her as snow clung to the highest slopes around her. But lower down, a haze of green told of the arrival of summer. The warmth of the season had coaxed green shoots of grass out of hiding and animals ventured higher up the mountain into areas once inaccessible by winter, but now bathed in sunlight, to graze and rear their young. She loved this part of the mountain, where the varied terrain remained mostly unexplored by man.

From her vantage point, she could see it all and yet she could not find what she was looking for. Was it even there? Ruby pushed those thoughts firmly out of her mind. She would not allow herself to become disillusioned, it wasn’t an option. She had to believe other dragons were here, somewhere, hidden in caves, resting in a deep sleep, waiting to be awoken. She needed to believe there were more like her.

Dramatic, much? her inner dragon asked.

Yeah, I guess. Ruby smiled wryly to herself while she continued to survey the area below. She’d systematically worked her way from west to east, from the highest peaks to the lowest valleys, and found nothing. Zilch. Zero. Not a hint of a big, fire-breathing creature asleep on his hoard of treasure.

It sounds like make-believe. Her dragon echoed Ruby’s own thoughts. But she had to believe. Even if it seemed impossible for a dragon to sleep so close to where humans lived without being discovered. She had to believe she might discover a magnificent beast in a cave deep in the mountain range that watched over the town of Bear Creek.

After witnessing a dragon being put under an Ancient Slumber spell, Ruby became obsessed with the knowledge that more dragons might already sleep under such a spell. Dragons who had spent centuries waiting to be woken by their mate. Yes, the chances of her finding her own mate amongst those were slim, but that was not why she was searching so hard.

She hated the idea that there were so few dragons left alive. Or awake. Her fear was that if these sleeping dragons did exist, they would one day wake up and be lonely, cut off from their own kind. But if she found the dragons and woke them, then they could find their mates and breed and no dragon would be lonely again.

It sounded simple, and so she’d decided to devote her life to traveling the world, searching through cave systems in the high, remote mountain ranges that stretched around the globe. It was her calling—along with working for her father. She had agreed to be his successor and take over his company. A challenge she relished. 

Somehow, she would make these two important parts of her life work. She had to.

Finding dragons closer to home would provide a solution. Which was why she was here on the mountain. Whether she’d gotten lucky, or if fate had stepped in, Ruby couldn’t be sure but while she was researching local myths and legends she’d found something. An old book that looked as if it had sat untouched for decades, sitting on a dusty shelf at the library, provided new information for her search. As she flicked through the pages, her eye caught on a black and white drawing. It depicted a battle between man and bears. Above the battlefield flew a dragon. This dragon helped push back the men and the bears won the battle and were left to live in peace.

Someone might pass it off as a made-up story told around the hearth on a winter’s night before the age of radio and TV. Until that same someone flew over the mountains and recognized the peaks depicted in the background of the battle. The same peaks Ruby and her sister, Sapphi, had played chase around when they first moved to Bear Creek. 

The next day, she’d gone back to the library and taken a photo of the drawing on her phone. Her solitary quest had begun.

Usually Ruby spent the evenings flying over the mountains with her sister, Sapphi. But Sapphi had a new mate and a life of her own now. A life that no longer included Ruby.

To fill her lonely hours, Ruby spent her evenings trying to figure out the exact place the battle depicted in the book took place. Once this was accomplished, Ruby spent a further week searching every cliff face, every cave system in the surrounding area, desperate to find any proof it was real, not imaginary.

Her dragon called her obsessive. Ruby called it thorough.

Not that she’d told anyone about her theory. The last thing Ruby needed was for her family to call her crazy and tell her she was wasting her time. Although, she was beginning to come to her own conclusion on that score. No matter how hard she searched, there was no proof, not even deep scratch marks in a rock face where a dragon might have sharpened his talons getting ready for war.

The mountains around her home were not ready to give up their secrets. If they had any secrets at all. With her search of the mountains nearly complete, she would have to face the truth that there were no more dragons here. If she wanted to continue looking, she would have to begin a new search further away. A visit to Sapphi’s in-laws in the Himalayas might be a good place to start.

But she wasn't ready to admit defeat. Not yet.

With one last look at the scene below, Ruby launched herself into the air and dove down into the nothingness below. The wind dragged at her hair, cool on her face as she plummeted toward the earth. Then she tucked her knees in and hugged them to her chest, curling her body into a tight ball. With her chin resting on her chest, Ruby somersaulted forward, rolling over and over. Then at the last minute, as the ground rushed toward her, Ruby opened her arms wide and shifted into her dragon.

With a surge of adrenaline, she flapped her wings hard and rose up to circle the peak, before catching a thermal which she rode in a spiral around the mountain. If not for the task she’d set herself, to find and awaken at least one more dragon in her lifetime, she would relax and enjoy the bright sunshine, warm on her back. It wasn't often she allowed herself the luxury of flying in the daytime. But up here on a remote peak, high above the mountain, she was relatively safe. Her dragon senses stretched out, no one was close enough to see her.

Mentally imagining the map she used to mark off the places she had already searched, Ruby moved to a new sector and began her quest anew. Each cave she found had to be searched. Which sounded easy, except for the rock falls that had occurred regularly over the years, blocking some of the cave mouths. Often, her dragon would land outside the cave and either use fire, talons, or her tail to swipe the debris away.

Each time they had been disappointed. But they continued on. The myth had to be right.

Or not, her dragon told her. There is a chance it is just that, a myth, made up by the early settlers in this region.

Do you have to sound so sensible and level-headed? 

Her dragon gave a dry laugh and swooped down, her giant wings stretched out as she glided on a thermal. If only Sapphi was here, it would be perfect. A bittersweet sense of loss passed over her. Ever since her sister had met her mate, they spent less and less time together. Ruby understood Sapphi’s priorities had changed, but that didn’t stop the pain. Sapphi had a mate now, and a business to build.

Her dragon inhaled deeply as they passed through a narrow valley, where she and Sapphi’s dragon had raced only weeks ago, lost in the freedom and joy of flight. They’d vied to go first, rolling over and over as they each forged ahead, claws raking the side of the mountain as they leveraged themselves forward to give themselves an advantage.

But something was different, there had been a recent rock fall. Large boulders lay scattered across the valley floor as if giants had been playing catch.

More like drop, her dragon replied as they swooped lower and landed on top of a large boulder. From their vantage point, Ruby’s dragon scanned the high sides of the valley, inhaling deeply once more. Agitated, she leaped into the air and flew slowly, swinging her head from side to side as she surveyed the high cliffs where shadows lurked, making the air chilly, despite the summer sun that beat down from above them.

What is it? Ruby asked her dragon.

A scent. She inhaled deeply again. It’s gone, I must have been imagining it.

Imagining what? Ruby pressed for information, but her dragon didn’t reply. Was she hiding something? Great, now her dragon was keeping secrets. What next?

Shutting her mind off to those thoughts, which would do no good to anyone, Ruby let her dragon take them down the mountain, enjoying the thrill of flight, and the thought of Harlan’s cooking. When her dragon was ready, she would share her thoughts. They were a partnership, and that would not change, even if they did find their own mate one day.

Her dragon’s mind shifted, like sand beneath her feet. Was that it?

Her dragon dove down toward a great lake, hidden from most people in a secluded valley only accessible from the air. She spread her wings wide, flapping them in a slow, leisurely fashion, as she scooped up water from the lake and drank it down in a large gulp. The tips of her wings hit the water and spray sparkled in the sunshine. Then, instead of turning back toward home, her dragon flew up to a cliff overhanging the valley and set herself down.

Care to share? Ruby asked, troubled by her dragon’s behavior.

I don’t know what it is, but I felt something in that valley, her dragon admitted.

Something. Could we narrow it down? Ruby asked. Something good, or something bad?

Something that’s gone. Her dragon spoke in riddles. It was there and then I experienced a sense of loss, as if someone had stolen something from us.

Our mate? Ruby asked gently, sensing the depth of her dragon’s confusion and sorrow.

Perhaps. Her dragon looked up at the sky, where wisps of cloud floated leisurely high above the mountains. What if we’re alone?

We’re not, Ruby told her dragon firmly. I don’t believe it. Now, let’s go home and eat.

Roasted mutton, cooked over an open fire, her dragon salivated.

You’ve spent too much time with Tiberius and Helena, Ruby told her.

Her dragon sighed. I long for the days where we could fly free, never having to care who saw us, because we were strong and fierce, and no weapon could harm us.

We never lived in those times, they belong to the past. We belong to the future.

With that, her dragon leaped into the air and flew high, skimming the sides of the valley before swooping down, catching a thermal and riding it on outstretched wings down toward the house she lived in with her adoptive parents. Life was good. They might not have their mate, and they might have lost a part of Sapphi to her mate, but they were still family, and family endured, like the mountain beneath them.

Home. Her dragon always knew where home was. It sang to them, called to them, beckoning them back to the one place in the world where they were loved and accepted for who they were.

Ruby smiled to herself. She might have issues with Fiona, her mom, but they loved each other. As for her dad, Harlan… A well of emotion caught her off guard. What about her real parents? Had she forgotten them? No, they had a place in her heart, but they were gone, both dead.

Like all the other dragons, her own dragon sighed.

As the mighty dragon set down in a small copse, far enough from prying eyes to not be seen in daylight, she swung her large head around to take one last look at the mountain peaks high above them. If only.

Ruby shifted, and the human side of her picked up the backpack she’d left earlier, when the search had begun, and took out a bottle of water. Drinking her fill, she began the long walk down the mountain trail. If it were nighttime, she would have flown all the way home and landed behind their house. Not that she minded the walk, it gave her a chance to think.

Her future lay ahead of her, and she had to figure out what that future was. Harlan’s offer of taking over his business was a generous one, and the challenge excited her.

Gold, her dragon breathed the word reverently in her mind, and Ruby smiled.

Never change, my beautiful beast.

Her dragon closed her eyes, perhaps to dream of treasure, or maybe of their mate.

For Ruby, it wasn’t about the money, it was about finding a place in the world where she fit in. Where she could make her mark, as her forefathers and foremothers would have long ago. Dragons like Fiona, ancient and wise, who had shaped the world, until the world changed and she hid from it.

“That smells delicious,” Ruby complimented Harlan as she entered the kitchen. If the dragon flight hadn’t worked up an appetite, then the walk had. “I am starving.” She dropped her pack on the floor and leaned over to kiss Harlan Jr. “What have you got there?”

“Gem.” Harlan Jr. held up an emerald.

“It’s beautiful. Where did you get it?” Ruby asked.

“Tiberius and Helena came by, to say goodbye. They’ve been visiting Sapphi and Alex.” He looked pointedly at Ruby as if to say, they came hundreds of miles to see Sapphi, while her own sister couldn’t be bothered to walk a half a mile along a good road.

Ruby met him with a blank stare. “That doesn’t explain the gem. Dragons don’t give up their treasure easily.

“They said something about Harlan Jr. needing his own treasure. I guess they are right.”

Ruby poured coffee for two, and orange juice for one as Harlan set out three plates. “Is it just us for lunch?”

“It is. Fiona is busy at work.” Harlan was about to ladle stew onto the plates, when he looked up, alert to something outside. Something Ruby couldn’t hear, or sense. “At least she said she was.”

“Maybe she smelled your stew and couldn’t resist.” Ruby sat down and forked up meat and potatoes hungrily. Whatever the reason for Fiona to come home, they would soon know and Ruby didn’t want it ruining her appetite.

“Everything okay?” Harlan’s concern showed in his voice. Their quiet lives here had been shattered recently. Although the knowledge that there might be other dragons out there, deep in the mountains, under the spell of ancient sleep had been welcome news for the dragon family, it also left them wary.

Fiona nodded. “I’m fine.” She set her briefcase down on the table, and then took a newspaper out from under her arm and spread it out on the scrubbed wooden surface.

Harlan raised his eyebrows at Ruby, who smiled in return. Fiona often went off in a rage about simple things, like the cutting down of an ancient tree, or the building of a house in what she considered a sacred grove. Or the price of milk. With Fiona, you never knew what you were going to get, and they all loved her for it.

Within reason, her dragon yawned sleepily.

Fiona jabbed her finger at an article on the front page. “That.”

Ruby frowned and looked closer. “Man Found Wandering in the Mountain. Magnus Dumas was found by a local resident in the mountains around Wolf Valley. Despite exhaustive attempts to discover his identity, it remains a mystery. Mr. Dumas can only remember his name, and police are asking for anyone who knows him to come forward.”

Ruby looked up at Fiona and shrugged. In return, Fiona huffed and jabbed her finger at the newspaper once more. “Magnus Dumas.”

“I can read.” Ruby frowned, and then drew back, shaking her head. “You know him!”

“I most certainly do. The reason they can’t find out anything about him is that they are not looking back far enough.” Fiona folded her arms. “Magnus Dumas made his name as an artist in the seventeenth century. I never met him, but I did see his work.”

“Do you think?” Ruby could hardly contain her excitement. “He’s one of us?”

“Either that or he’s an imposter.” That did not sit well with Fiona.

“I’ll go over there and speak to him.” Ruby headed for the door.

“Eat first,” Harlan said gently and reached out for her, catching her by the shirt. “Eat, and calm down.”

“But he’s out there, all alone.” Ruby pointed at the door.

“And he’ll be fine for another half an hour.” Harlan looked at Fiona with concern, seeking backup. He guided Ruby back to the table. “I don’t want you getting your hopes up only to have them dashed.”

“But another dragon.” Ruby needed Harlan to understand how much this meant to her.

“Or an imposter.” Harlan cast a disapproving glance toward his wife, but it slid off her unnoticed. “Fiona, you don’t know if it’s just a coincidence.”

“True.” Fiona sat down at the table next to her son and tenderly stroked his head. Harlan Jr. turned to face her, a toothy smile plastered on his face. “But what if it’s not? We have to know. Just think, all these years and there could have been a dragon on our doorstep.”

Harlan fetched his wife a plateful of stew. “Here, eat. Then Ruby can go over to Wolf Valley and see what she can find out. But I doubt a story about a dragon shifter would have made the papers.”

Ruby had to agree. Wolf Valley would not want to draw attention to a shifter in this way. But the only way to know for sure was if they met Magnus Dumas. As she forked her food into her mouth, under the watchful and concerned gaze of Harlan, all she could think of was her dragon’s sense of something.

But she wasn’t going to share that. Not yet. Not until she knew for sure if this something was her mate. If this something was Magnus Dumas.


Chapter Two – Magnus

Magnus lifted the axe and brought it down hard, splitting the wood in two. He’d grown to enjoy physical labor over the last couple of weeks. As his body grew stronger, he liked the exercise, and the way he could focus on each stroke, forgetting everything else but the rise and fall of his axe.

He laughed sardonically and yanked the axe from the block, picked up another piece of wood to split, and positioned it in place. Then he swung the axe once more.

As if he hadn’t forgotten enough. That was his problem, he had forgotten everything.

Everything since he’d found himself on the side of a mountain, freezing cold, practically naked, with no idea why he was there, or where he was from. His memories now only went back to the moment Fara found him.

“Hey, Magnus, want some coffee?” Fara called from the farmhouse. Her voice carried through the open window as he set up the next log to split.

“Yes, please.” He let the axe fall once more. He owed his life to Fara; if she had not found him and brought him home, he would have died. At least, if her wolf had not found him and led him down off the frozen peak. Then the wolf had changed, or shifted, into a woman. A woman. From a wolf. He had truly thought he was hallucinating, that the cold had damaged his brain. But there she was. And here he was, a guest in her home. No questions asked, not caring that he was a stranger with no past.

An itch in his brain, a shift of consciousness gave him a split second of hope. Was it a memory trying to push its way through the barrier between his conscious and subconscious? Was he about to get a clue as to who he was? Colors floated in his mind, coalescing into a shadowy figure with no face but no matter how he grasped at it, it blew away like a leaf on the breeze.

Magnus swung the axe into the chopping block and sauntered toward the farmhouse, meeting Fara on the porch. She studied him closely, before handing him his coffee cup and then sitting down on the rocker, which was her favorite place to relax and watch the world go by.

Tough and wiry like mountain grass, Fara had an ageless beauty to her weather-worn face. She had lived in this farmhouse, on the lower slopes of the mountain, her whole life from what she had told Magnus. And no one and nothing was ever going to make her leave.

“You okay?” Fara asked. “You have that look about you.”

“What look?” Magnus asked as he sipped his coffee.

“That faraway look you have.” She looked at him slyly. “Are you remembering anything?”

“No.” He shook his head once, “Not a thing.”

“You know I won’t kick you out if you do remember,” Fara reassured him. “You have a place to stay here whether your name is Magnus Dumas or Michael Drum.” She smiled and rocked in the chair. “Damn fancy name.”

Magnus stared at the mountains in the distance. “My name is the only thing I remember. Whether it is my real name, or I made it up, I have no clue. By the gods, it is infuriating.” He wanted to slam his fist into something hard. He wanted to pound at his brain until it revealed its secrets to him.

“There you go with your fancy words again. People don’t talk like that anymore.” She sat forward, her feet on the floor as the chair stopped rocking. “My guess is you got whacked on the head by a big boulder or something.”

“The doctor said there were no signs of injury.” He placed his hand on the back of his head. Fara had taken him to the local apothecary. Who had prescribed rest and Advil. She had then brought him home and wrapped him in a comforter. Magnus was wrestling with these new words. Slowly, he was beginning to fit them into his speech. Fara was a good teacher, a stern look or a hooting laugh soon told him he had made a mistake.

“There’s no other reason I can think of why you wouldn’t remember.” Her eyes narrowed. “Unless you wanted to forget.”

“Why would I want to forget?” He knew why. Fara had told him all the reasons he might want to forget. Or need to forget. He had dismissed them all. He was neither a murderer nor a thief. “I want to remember.”

She cackled. “So you say, but you would say that, wouldn’t you?”

“Because I have a dark past, and if Fara knew who I really was, she’d bust my ass in jail.” He smiled as he mimicked Fara’s words.

She slapped his arm. “I like you, Magnus. I like you a lot.” She let out a long sigh. “Beats being on my own. I miss the days when Sol visited all the time.” Sol was a young man who had a special place in Fara’s heart. She had helped him when his family first came to Wolf Valley, filled with the need for revenge.

“You like waifs and strays,” Magnus observed.

“I do. Most likely because I see myself as one, too.” Fara drained her cup and stood up. “I’m going to town, want to come?”

Magnus pressed his lips together and looked toward the road, which led to town, a place filled with things he could not remember. It was as if his brain was further fragmented. He knew what a man was, he knew what a woman was, a house was the place you lived, and an axe cut wood.

But a truck. He had no recollection of a mechanical beast that roared into life, but had no heartbeat. Instead, inside its belly was an engine. Engine. He repeated the word. Did he really want to sit inside the mechanical beast and allow Fara to transport him to town?

The beast might not be alive, but it had a mind of its own. Often going fast when it needed to slow and swerving sharply as it navigated bends in the road. He shuddered at the thought. However, if he was ever going to find out who he was, he could not stay hidden away at the farm for the rest of his life. “I will ride with you. In the beast.”

Fara slapped his back. “Brave man.” She got up, laughing to herself as she went inside only to return a few minutes later with her purse.

A purse was also different to that which he remembered. Fara’s purse contained items too numerous to mention. They were stuffed haphazardly inside the largest compartment, which meant she could never find what she was looking for. This often resulted in her emptying out the entire contents in search of the object she needed.

This was so different to the leather coin purse he remembered, which was carried on a belt, slung around his hips. His hand went to his hip at the thought of coins. Gold. He had a curious need to fill his hands with the precious metal.

When he had informed Fara of this, she had laughed her dry laugh and said, “Wouldn’t we all.”

It seemed coins were no longer made of silver and gold. In fact, paper was the method of payment often used to purchase goods. Or, and he shuddered at this thought, plastic.

Yes, a small piece of material called plastic was more valuable than a loaf of bread or a pint of milk.

“Are we going or are you going to stand there gawping for the whole day?” Fara yanked open the door of her truck and got inside. With some trepidation, Magnus did the same. “Buckle up, sweetheart, it might be a bumpy ride.”

Magnus did not need telling twice. He reached for the harness that would keep him in his seat when gravity failed him. Fara turned a key and the sound of the beast’s engine sent chills through his body. He searched for his courage and curled his fingers around the edge of the seat as Fara put the truck in drive.

With a rumble, the truck set off along the stone trail toward the road. Bumping along, Fara switched on the music box, which she called a radio. At least the music wasn’t too bad, the beat was fast and his foot tapped with a mind of its own.

“Where are we going?” Magnus asked as they bumped over a large pothole.

“We need some groceries.” Fara eyed him kindly. “You know how to eat, don’t you?”

“It is one of the many things I have retained my memory of.” He nodded sagely, and Fara laughed dryly.

“I like you, Magnus.”

“And I like you, Fara.” Magnus grinned at her. “I owe you my life.”

“Ahh, I was just in the right place at the right time.” She turned onto the road. “What you were doing up there remains a mystery to me.”

“Me, too.” He tried to relax in his seat, but the truck swerved to avoid another pothole and his fingers gripped the seat tighter.

“Don’t worry,” Fara told him. “I’ve survived this long.”

Magnus struggled to keep that in mind as she reached a road junction and kept on going. “Should we not have stopped?”

“Who’s passed their driving test, and who hasn’t?” Fara asked him bluntly.

Magnus kept his words and his thoughts to himself as they neared the town of Wolf Valley. It was a prosperous town, although Fara had told him up until a few years ago, it had been relatively lawless. Then Natalie had taken control, becoming the new alpha.

It took Magnus a while to get his head around that. Wasn’t an alpha a male?

But when he met Natalie, he understood why she was the right woman for the job. Calm, firm, and fair, the townsfolk liked her, and she’d earned their respect.

“Let’s go check in with Natalie. She and Kira share the job of sheriff in Wolf Valley,” Fara suggested as she parked the truck on the main street through town. “See if she’s got any information on you.”

“I thought she said she’d come out to the farm if she found out anything about me?” Magnus got out of the truck and slammed the door, hoping the rust which held the truck together would not fail now.

“She’s a busy woman. And anyway, if she doesn’t have any news, it will jog her mind to get moving and make more inquiries.” Fara pointed at him, her finger starting at his feet and going up to his head. “A man like you is not easy to misplace.”

He frowned, unsure of what she meant, but before he could ask her, a prickling sensation crept up his spine. “Do you feel that?” Goosebumps stood up on his arms as a sense of recognition hit him square between the eyes.

“Feel what?” Fara asked, looking around.

He cocked his head to one side. “I am not sure.” Rubbing the back of his neck, he swung around, looking behind him. There was no one there, only people going about their daily lives.

“Are you feeling lightheaded?” Fara asked, concern on her face. “If you are, we should get you inside. I’m not picking you up off the ground.”

“I am not going to swoon,” Magnus assured her. Breathing deeply, he regained his composure. “Let us speak to Natalie.”

“Okey dokey.” Fara led the way, continually looking over her shoulder to check if Magnus was still on his feet.

A sense of foreboding swept over him, as if he were about to be swept away by a monstrous wave. Was that a clue, had he been lost at sea? Perhaps he had been swept overboard a ship and spent too much time underwater, causing him to lose his memories.

But as they entered the sheriff’s station, he knew this new sensation was not connected to his past, but to his future, and the young woman standing before him looking shocked was that future.

But was it possible for him to have a future when he did not know his past?


Chapter Three – Ruby

“Magnus.” Natalie looked at Ruby and then to the man at the door, concern on her face. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” The man. And boy, was he a man. He might look dazed and confused, but that didn’t detract from his appearance. Strong, lean, he looked as if he could hold his own in a fight. Not that she intended to fight him. Oh no, there were many, many other more pleasurable activities she would like to experience with…what was his name?

Magnus, her dragon told her.

The man they’d come here to find. Ruby fought her way through the fog in her brain and calmed her rapid breathing, fighting to focus on the reason they were here. “You are Magnus Dumas?”

“I am,” he inclined his head slightly but didn’t take his eyes off her. So he’d felt it, too. Did his heart beat like thunder rolling down off the mountains on a summer’s day? Did…

He’s our mate, her dragon thrust that thought front and center in her mind, stopping the flow of flowery language in its tracks.

Are you sure? Ruby asked. When Sapphi found her mate, she’d fallen from the sky. Literally. This didn’t feel as strong. And he wasn’t swept away by her nearness. A wave of disappointment hit her.

There’s part of him hidden, her dragon told her. Part of him tied up in shadow.

“Do you know Magnus?” the woman who had arrived with him asked suspiciously.

“I don’t. No, sorry. But I know someone who thinks they might.” Ruby forced a soft smile on her face.

“You know someone who met Magnus before?” the sheriff asked.

“Not exactly.” Ruby fought through the longing in her heart. Her dragon was right, there was a connection between them.

“Listen, if you’re a timewaster, I’m going to ask you to leave,” Natalie said bluntly.

“A timewaster?” Ruby asked, then her eyes widened. “No. I should explain. My mom, my adopted mom, read the name in the paper and said she knew of a Magnus Dumas a long time ago.”

“When he was a child?” Natalie asked.

“No. Not as a child. But a long time ago.” Did she want to tell them her mom was a dragon shifter? Even amongst other shifters, they kept their presence secret.

The woman cackled. “I knew there was something different about this one.”

“What?” Magnus turned around and faced the old woman. “What do you mean, different? Because I am not like you, Fara?”

“No, not just that you can’t shift,” Fara replied. “Something else. Like how you don’t know what a coffee pot is.” She shrugged. “Who doesn’t know that?”

“Oh, you’re not a shifter?” Ruby couldn’t hide the disappointment from her voice. She’d always dreamed her mate would be a shifter. This news also meant he couldn’t be a dragon shifter. Which meant he could not be the same man Fiona remembered from the past. Unless the Ancient Slumber spell worked on humans, too.

Disappointment clouded Magnus’s face. “Then I am not the man you are looking for.” He sighed heavily. “We should go, Fara, and get into that mechanical beast of yours and leave these ladies to their business.”

“Does he really speak like that?” Ruby asked.

“Yeah, huh,” Fara said. “Wherever he’s been, he’s been stuck in a time warp.”

Ruby’s face paled, it all added up. Except for him not being a shifter. “Are you sure you’re not a shifter?”

Magnus shrugged. “I’ve tried.”

“What about painting? Can you paint?” Ruby asked hopefully, clutching at anything that might link this man to the Magnus Dumas of the past.

“Where’s this going?” the sheriff asked.

“The Magnus my mom knew of was an artist,” Ruby explained. “A good one.”

The sheriff thought about it. “Well, I have heard of people not being able to shift because of trauma in their lives. Listen, why not go and visit Nadine? She’s good at this kind of thing. She helped her husband Kurt find his wolf when they…” She moved her hands together. “Well, they lost each other for a while and Nadine put them back together.”

“Reintegrated them?” Ruby asked.

“Yes.” Fara nodded. “I remember. Okey dokey, let’s get you over there, Magnus.”

Ruby watched as they got ready to leave. Her heart wrenched in her chest with every step he took away from her. Her dragon was right, they were mates. What was she supposed to do, let him walk away?

“Can I come, too?” Ruby asked quickly.

He turned to face her, his emerald green eyes luminous as he stared into her face. “I would like that.”

“Wait.” Natalie waved her hand between the two of them. “Are you two?”

Ruby shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Maybe what?” Magnus asked.

“Nothing.” Natalie gave Ruby a gentle look. “Let’s get your memories back and the rest will deal with itself.” The sheriff followed them to the door and watched them leave. “If you do remember anything, let me know.”

“Will do.” Fara waved at the sheriff and ushered Magnus outside.

“Where are we heading to?” Ruby asked as they stepped outside of the sheriff’s station.

“A house on the side of the mountain. You can hitch a lift with me if you want,” Fara offered.

“My car is right here, I can follow you.” Ruby unlocked her car and went around to the driver’s side.

“Can I ride with you?” Magnus asked, lifting her hopes. He did feel the same way about her and wanted to reveal his feelings to her privately.

“Sure.”

Fara laughed. “Too scared to ride with me, Magnus?”

Magnus eyed Fara suspiciously. “I have nothing to compare your driving to. If I ride with this young lady...”

“Ruby, my name is Ruby,” she told him.

“If I ride with Ruby, I can judge if it is your driving that is...”

“Scary,” Fara filled in for him.

“Lacking in control, or if it is these infernal motorized carriages themselves.” Magnus opened the car door and got in, quickly buckling the seatbelt.

“Is her driving that bad?” Ruby asked, amused by the worried expression on Magnus’s face. Not exactly the demeanor of a brave, fire-breathing dragon.

“She is a little erratic,” Magnus confessed. “But she did save my life.”

“Fara, is she the one who found you?” Ruby asked, waiting for Fara to drive past so she could follow.

“Yes.” Magnus eyed her suspiciously.

“You can trust me.” Ruby pulled out into the street and followed Fara’s rusty old truck as she weaved in and out of the other vehicles. “I see what you mean about her driving.”

“How do I know I can trust you?” Magnus asked. “You would tell me I could whether or not it was true.”

Ruby considered his comment. “You don’t belong in this world, do you?”

Magnus fell silent, his eyes drifting to the mountain which loomed before them in the distance. “I don’t know where I belong. Which makes it difficult for me to trust.”

“What if I told you a secret?” Ruby’s eyes widened as Fara swung out into oncoming traffic to avoid a pothole. She was not happy about Magnus getting in Fara’s truck ever again.

“A secret?” Magnus relaxed a little.

“Yes, you know what a secret is?” Ruby glanced at him sideways.

“I have lost my memory, not my wits,” he replied lightly.

“Just checking.” Ruby hesitated, collecting her thoughts. “I’m a shifter.”

“That is hardly a secret.” He leaned toward her and sniffed the air. “I can smell you. Although you smell different than the wolves.”

Ruby blushed and turned her head to sniff her shirt. Damn, she should have showered before she came out. “I am different. I’m a rare shifter.”

Magnus inhaled deeply. “You smell metallic. It’s familiar somehow.”

“Magnus, I’m a dragon shifter.” She waited for his reaction, she barely got a raised eyebrow. “A dragon.” She reinforced the word with a nod.

“Are you trying to impress me?” he asked. If she was, she had failed.

“No.” Ruby frowned. “We’re rare, that’s all. Most people…most humans think we died out.”

He contemplated her words. “When I think of dragons, I think of family.”

“Do you remember other dragons?” she asked hopefully.

Magnus frowned, his forehead creasing as he strained to catch hold of stray thoughts. “It eludes me. I sense I know them, and yet it is as if the memories are shut away.”

“Pity. I’m sure it will come back.” Ruby accelerated as she tried to keep up with Fara’s truck.

“You said you were rare.” Magnus still wore a frown.

“Yes. I don’t know where, or when, you are from, but dragons are part of myth and legend for almost everyone these days.” A sadness filled her voice. “So, if you did know dragons, they were likely persecuted.”

“And killed.” His eyes took on a faraway look, and Ruby’s sadness was mirrored in his face.

“Perhaps.” Ruby smiled kindly. “Look, you need to talk to Nadine. See if she can help you.”

“And if she cannot, will you help me?” Magnus asked, his voice as soft as summer rain, awakening the woman in her. She’d tried to ignore the way he made her feel, but she couldn’t deny the attraction. But until he knew who he was, until he was himself once more, was it fair to heap anymore stress on him?

“I’ll try.” She returned his smile. “Look, here we are. All in one piece.” Ruby steered her car around a bend and then followed Fara’s truck as it weaved along a winding dirt road. A few minutes later, the road opened up and a large timber-framed house stood in a clearing, nestled in the forest surrounding it.

“What if I do not like the memories?” Magnus turned to Ruby. “What if I have shut them out for a reason?”

Ruby had considered this. Many times, people who had suffered traumatic experiences buried them, so they couldn’t hurt anymore. “We’ll deal with it.”

“Why would you help a complete stranger?” Magnus studied her with his soft eyes, behind which hid the man he used to be.

“Because that’s what people do. Like Fara, she helped you.”

“But you are different.” He leaned forward and sniffed her again, and her body thrilled at the closeness of her mate.

“I just want to help.” Ruby reached out and put her hand over Magnus’s. As their skin connected, her nerve endings sent pleasure signals through her body. An awareness of her mate was born that would never be broken. Her eyes flicked up to his, but in a moment of disappointment, she realized he hadn’t felt it. Not in the same way.

Sure, he looked at her with a confused expression. He’d felt something. But not that electrifying moment of connection.

Determined to help Magnus get his memories back, she got out of the car. Fara was waiting for them beside her truck. “You two lovebirds ready to go?”

“Lovebirds?” Magnus asked. “Where are the lovebirds?” He looked around.

Fara cackled her dry laugh and shook her head. “I like him.”

So do I, Ruby’s dragon said seductively.

“I’d like him a lot better if he knew who he was,” Ruby told them. “No offense, Magnus.”

“None taken. I would like me a whole lot more if I knew who I was, too.” He looked toward the house. “Shall we?”

“We shall.” Fara struck off in front of them, striding toward the house. Before she stepped onto the front porch, the door opened, and a young woman greeted them with a smile. “Fara.”

“Hi there, Nadine. How’s that bun doin’?” Fara indicated Nadine’s swollen belly.

“Another couple of months to go, but it’s a lively one.” Nadine smoothed her hand over her belly.

“Well, we’ve come to ask for your help.” Fara pointed at Magnus. “This one’s lost his memories. We wondered if you might help him get them back.”

Nadine scanned Magnus briefly, and then stepped backward, leaving the door open. “You’d better come in.”

“Is that brownies I smell?” Fara asked, leaning forward and inhaling deeply.

“It is.” Nadine ushered them all into her warm kitchen. “Sit down, let’s have coffee and brownies and you can tell me what I can do to help.”

Ruby instantly warmed to Nadine. As they sat around the table, she was sure that if anyone could help Magnus, it was this woman who had welcomed strangers into her home.

But if not, Ruby would scour the planet seeking out anyone who could awaken the dragon she was certain lurked inside Magnus.

 


Chapter Four – Magnus

Surrounded by three females, Magnus sat at a table drinking coffee. One thing he’d realized since he came down off the mountain, people drank a lot of coffee.

“So, what can you remember, Magnus?” Nadine asked after a few minutes of small talk and introduction. Her voice was gentle, he liked her immediately.

“I remember how to walk, how to talk. How to do most things. But I do not remember who I am.” Magnus considered this statement. “Apart from my name.”

“Your name. Magnus Dumas. And you are certain that is your name, you didn’t read it anywhere, or maybe hear it spoken?” Nadine asked.

“No.” He shook his head.

“When I found him, he told me that was his name. We were way up in the mountains, the fella wore old-fashioned garments that were in tatters. I figured he might be one of those larkers.” Fara reached for another piece of brownie.

“Larkers?” Nadine asked, shaking her head in confusion. “I haven’t heard of a larker.”

“You know, they like to dress up in costumes and act out games and stuff. Sol does it for his Dungeons and Dragons stuff.” She took a big bite of the still warm cake.

Nadine looked to Ruby for help. “I think she means LARPers.”

Nadine’s eyes widened as she understood. “Makes sense. Perhaps you hit your head.”

“Doc in Bear Bluff said no.” Fara sighed. “I’m telling you, it was as if he just walked out of the mountains with the clothes on his back and nothing else.”

“And you don’t remember where you came from or where you were going?” Nadine asked Magnus.

He shook his head. “It is all hazy. I remember being cold, there was snow on the ground… I… All I kept thinking was I had to go down, I had to get somewhere warmer.” He shivered at the thought.

“Okay, don’t try to force it. We’ll get to the bottom of what happened.” She glanced across to Ruby. “How did you get mixed up in this? I don’t know you from town.”

Magnus shifted, feeling the need to jump to his lady’s defense. Wait, she was his lady? Something stirred in his mind. She was. But he didn’t understand how he knew this with such certainty. “Do I know you?”

Ruby’s cheeks turned a beautiful shade of pink. “I’m from Bear Creek.” Her eyes flicked toward Magnus and then back to Nadine. “I saw the article in the newspaper. Well, my mom did, and she told me...”

“You aren’t an ambulance chaser, are you?” Fara asked, her tone accusatory, and Magnus felt the heat build up inside his body. Was this what the phrase letting off steam meant? Any minute now steam would come out of his mouth like a kettle coming to boil.

Nadine watched him closely, assessing his reaction. “Wait, do you know Ruby?”

Magnus shook his head. “I have never seen her before in my life. At least as far as I am aware. But I sense a connection and when you speak to her cruelly, I want to tear you to shreds.” His voice drifted off. “Not that I would. That would be uncivilized.”

Fara burst out laughing and slapped him on the back. “I think we all have a theory on why that is, but let’s hear the little lady’s story first.”

Ruby stifled a retort at being called a little lady. “My mom showed me the article, and I came over here to meet Magnus to find out if he was a dragon shifter.”

Fara’s mouth fell open, and Nadine’s eyes widened, but she kept it together. “Why would Magnus be a dragon shifter?”

“My mom said she recognized his name.” Ruby shrugged, looking uncomfortable, as if she had told a big secret and wanted to take it back.

“From where?” Magnus asked, hope that he might soon be reunited with his memories exploding inside him. Along with the hope that he and Ruby meant something to each other. She spoke as if she had been searching for him for a long time.

“From...” Ruby looked at Nadine. “Isn’t it better for amnesia patients to figure this stuff out on their own?”

Nadine sipped her coffee thoughtfully. When she placed it down on the table, she said, “That can be true. However, if you can give Magnus a memory, that might be the thread he follows to find the rest. I think it’s worth a try.”

“Okay.” Ruby clasped her hands together. “My mom remembered your name. She said she thought you were once a famous artist.”

“Famous.” Fara snorted. “We did a search on Gooble.”

“Google,” Ruby corrected.

“Whatever,” Fara began. “The thing is, we searched and there was no one by the name of Magnus Dumas. Not that matched this description.” She pointed at Magnus, moving her finger up and down from his head to his feet.

“And if he were famous, he would have been at the top of the search,” Nadine interjected.

“I do know how a search engine works,” Ruby retorted. “But you are missing one vital clue.”

“Which is?” Magnus asked eagerly, sensing Ruby was telling them the truth, and yet holding something back.

“My mom remembers Magnus from a long time ago.”

“How long?” Magnus asked. “Fara said I was wearing tattered clothes.”

“Do you still have them, Fara?” Nadine asked.

“I was going to put them on the fire, but since they were the only thing that belongs to you, I figured we should keep them. I couldn’t risk putting them in the washer, they looked as if they would fall apart. I folded them up and put them in the barn.”

“The barn?” Ruby asked, turning the full force of her attention on Fara.

“They were wet and muddy by the time we got back,” Fara said indignantly. “Any other circumstances and I would have burned them.” She picked up her coffee cup and drank deeply, averting her eyes from the others around the table.

“What aren’t you telling us?” Ruby asked.

“Nothing that concerns you,” Fara said snarkily.

“There was a gold coin in the pocket of my jacket.” Magnus earned himself a glare from Fara.

“We agreed that wouldn’t be mentioned, we don’t want gold diggers coming after you.” Fara aimed her words at Ruby, who hardly seemed to notice.

“What was the date on the coin?” Ruby asked eagerly.

“What date do you think will be on the coin, Ruby?” Nadine asked calmly.

“The Magnus Dumas my mom heard of...” Ruby searched all their faces, but finally, her gaze came to rest on his. “Was alive in the seventeenth century.”

Fara puffed the air out of her cheeks. “Well, I’ll be.”

“That matches your date?” Nadine asked in some confusion.

“Yeah, the coin was old. I figured it was most likely a fake. A good fake, mind you.” Fara’s eyes narrowed. “So, where’s he been all these years?”

“I can’t say for sure.” Ruby looked down at her hands, collecting her thoughts, before lifting her eyes and holding his captive. “But there is a spell, or a curse, called Ancient Slumber. It was used on dragons to put them to sleep for a long time. A really long time. Like forever.”

Fara cackled loudly. “Wait, you’re saying that Magnus is a dormant dragon shifter?”

“Why not?” Ruby turned on Fara. “It makes sense.”

“Except he woke up.” Fara pointed at Magnus. “He’s not exactly sleepwalking.”

“Fara is right. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t a reason he woke up.” Nadine studied Ruby. “What aren’t you telling us?”

“A mate can wake up a dragon shifter.”

“Oh.” Fara’s expression cleared. “Now that is making it all sound more plausible.”

“When I was flying in the mountains this morning, I thought I smelled something.” She inclined her head toward Magnus. “Maybe if I took you to the place, it might jog your memory.”

“Well, wait a goddamn minute,” Fara ground out. “What do you mean by flying?”

“I’m a dragon shifter, too.” Ruby shrugged. “I could fly Magnus up there. We could have a poke around.”

“It’s a good plan,” Nadine agreed.

“As long as there is room for two on your scaly back,” Fara told Ruby. Were they fighting over him? If they were, he didn’t like it.

“He is an adult, he can go on his own,” Ruby bit back.

“With a woman he’s just met?” Fara slammed her fist down on the table, making the cups jump and the coffee slosh in the pot. “How do I know you aren’t planning on taking advantage of him?”

“Because, Fara, Ruby is Magnus’s mate.” Nadine’s words caused the older woman to close her mouth and study Ruby closely. “She can’t hurt him.”

“What is a mate?” Magnus asked as the gravity of the situation struck him.

“Nothing,” Ruby said quickly. “It’s just like a really, really good friend.”

“But you said you did not know me.” He frowned, confused by the tension in the air. There was so much unsaid, so much they were not telling him. He had sat and endured their conversation, and now he wanted an explanation. “Tell me the truth.”

“Fara, why don’t we go outside and let these two young people talk?” Nadine got up awkwardly, her hand rubbing her swollen belly.

“No, you stay, we’ll go outside.” Ruby got up abruptly and stalked to the kitchen door, where she stood waiting for him to join her.

Magnus rose from the table, nodded at Fara and Nadine, and followed the feisty Ruby outside. She stirred his blood and other parts of his anatomy. Was she the reason he’d been on the mountain?

“Are you going to tell me what this mate is?” he asked as soon as they were out of earshot of the others.

“It’s difficult to explain.”

“Try.”

“Well, I’m a shifter.” She placed her hand on her breast. “And shifters know who the person they are supposed to spend the rest of their lives with is as soon as they meet them.”

“I understand.” He nodded. “And this is me?”

Ruby blushed again, and he reached out and touched her cheek, his fingertips buzzing as they made contact with her skin. “Yes. I think so.”

“And you woke me?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I mean I certainly didn’t wake you with true love’s kiss.” She inclined her head, and he stroked her cheek.

“What is this true love’s kiss?” His eyes flicked down to her lips. “I would surely like to try it.”

Ruby’s head snapped back. “I don’t think there should be any kissing until you have your memories back.”

“Why not? If we are mates like you say, then we should kiss.”

“We should?” she asked, confused, or was she worried he was taking advantage of her?

“Yes. If true love’s kiss might have woken me but did not, then maybe our kiss will awaken my memories.” His brow creased as he went over his words. “Is it possible?”

“That kind of thing only happens in fairy tales,” she told him firmly.

“You do not want to kiss me?” The thought of tasting her lips, of feeling her body in his arms, was almost too much. The urge to throw her over his shoulder and carry her off... To where? His thoughts were side-tracked, and he looked away as he tried to grasp hold of an elusive memory.

“Are you all right?” Ruby touched his arm and he flinched as the shock of recognition hit him square in the chest. “I’m sorry.” She pulled away from him.

Magnus turned and grabbed hold of her hand. “I know you.”

“You don’t,” she squeaked as she looked at her hand, which he held firmly in his.

“Such a small hand.” He opened her palm and trailed his finger across her skin. She shivered, and he lowered his head and kissed her palm.

“Magnus.”

“Hmm.” He slowly raised his eyes to meet hers. “Mates.” He lifted her hand and placed it over his heart. “I think I understand now.”

“Great.” She forced a smile on her face. “That’s. Great.”

“Are you afraid of me?” he asked, letting her go.

She took a faltering step backward. “Nope. Just...”

“Just what?” Magnus asked, the intensity of his gaze zoned in on her breasts, which heaved as if she were fighting for breath. He left her breathless. “Surprised?”

“That would be one word for it.” Ruby ran a hand through her hair and then fanned herself. “We have to slow down and take it back a step.”

“Do we? I would like to take a step forward.” He leaned toward her, and she put her hand out to stop him.

“Listen. We need to know who you are and why you woke up.” She breathed deeply, taking back control.

“Why? Why does it matter?” he asked.

“It matters because it might give us a clue as to why you were asleep.”

“Why I was asleep? You mean why I was put under this spell… Ancient Slumber you called it.”

“Yes, it could be just because you were a dragon. You know, someone wanted to stop you from burning people alive. Or it could be because you were…” Ruby shrugged.

“Bad.” He turned away from her. If only he could remember who he was.


Chapter Five – Ruby

Great. She’d found her mate, but she had no idea if he was a good guy. Or a bad dragon.

Only one way to find out, her dragon told her.

And she was right, of course, but not everything had to be shared with the beast inside of her.

“Let’s get back in there. I’ll take you to where Fara found you.” She walked past him, heading inside. “As long as you wrap up warm. I don’t want to have to breathe fire on you to warm you up.”

“Deal.” He looked happier. “I have been longing to go back there.”

Ruby swung around to face him. “You have? Why?”

“I cannot describe it.” He frowned and placed his hand on his solar plexus. “Something calls me back there.”

“Your treasure.” Ruby shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. I heard that Ancient Slumber works best if the dragon sleeps on his pile of treasure. If you’ve slept for centuries, you must have known it was close or you’d have woken up to search for it.”

“Treasure. Real treasure. Like gold?” Magnus joined her in the doorway, his closeness almost too much. Her dragon wanted to explode out of her and pick Magnus up and carry him away, so they could keep him all to themselves.

“Gold. Gems.” Ruby opened the back door and went inside.

“Okay?” Nadine asked as they entered the kitchen.

“Yes, I think so.” Ruby regarded Fara. “We’re going into the mountains. Magnus needs some warmer clothes. And so do you.”

“You’re taking me, too? Without an argument?” Fara eyed Ruby suspiciously. “You think I’m going to change my mind and not go with you.”

“No, that’s not it at all.” Ruby glanced at Magnus, wishing she knew more about him. When she got home, she would do her own research on Magnus Dumas. If he were a famous artist, maybe there was some of his artwork still hanging on display somewhere. That gave her an idea. But first, she was taking him into the mountains.

“Why change your mind?” Fara asked. This woman had to be the most suspicious person Ruby had ever met.

“We don’t know what we’ll find there.” Ruby locked eyes with Fara, hoping she would understand the underlying meaning of her words.

Fara gave a curt nod. “When are we leaving?”

“As soon as possible,” Magnus replied. “If there is a chance of me finding out who I am, then the sooner the better.”

Ruby glanced out of the window. “We have maybe eight hours of daylight left. Let’s get organized. We should take food and water. And warm clothes. It might be summer, but the mountain is still bitterly cold.”

“We know,” Fara said, getting out of her seat and picking up a box from the chair next to her. “Nadine loaned you some paints and stuff.”

“If you painted once, there’s a chance that part of your brain will work like a reflex. In the same way you can walk and talk.” Nadine got up and waddled around the table, her hand resting on her swollen belly. “Don’t push it. Just find somewhere quiet, pick up the brush and let your body do its thing. If you overthink it, you might freeze up.” She placed her hands on Magnus’s upper arms. “Come back to me if none of these things help.”

“I will. Thank you, Nadine. This is very generous of you.” He inclined his head. “Blessings on you and your baby.”

Nadine smiled at him. “Good luck.” She turned to Ruby. “It’s good to meet you, Ruby. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again.”

“Good to meet you, Nadine. And thank you.”

“My pleasure.” Nadine smiled coyly. “Your secret is safe with me.”

“Secret?” Ruby blushed, thinking Nadine was talking about her and Magnus being mates.

“Dragons.” Nadine leaned forward and whispered the word.

“Oh. Thanks. It is kind of a secret. Since there aren’t many of us left.”

“Well, there will be the pitter-patter of dragon feet one day soon.” Nadine giggled as Ruby looked wide-eyed at Magnus. “See you all later.”

“I’ll be in touch,” Fara said, her forehead creasing as she mulled over Nadine’s words. “You really are a dragon?”

“I really am.” Ruby opened her arms. “Shall I carry that?”

“No, I will,” Magnus offered. He’d been watching the exchange between the three women with interest but made no comment.

“Here.” Fara handed the box to Magnus. “Not that I couldn’t manage.”

“It is the male who should do the lifting and carrying, and the female should stay home and tend the house and children.” Magnus kept his expression deadly serious as he turned to walk out of the kitchen.

“You say what?” Fara asked sharply.

“The male is the breadwinner. He goes out to work so the woman can cook and clean.” He kept walking, with Ruby and Fara following behind, side by side as they both glared at his back.

“Is that what you think?” Ruby asked.

“No, it is what I expect.” He turned, walking backward as he headed for Ruby’s car. “From my mate.”

“Oh, I’m glad he’s your mate and not mine,” Fara said, her dry laugh filling the quiet of the early afternoon.

“Listen, Magnus. You really are from another century. Here, men and women are equal.” Ruby strode to the car and yanked open the trunk. “Put the box in here.”

“Do not worry. I am a patient man.” He placed the box in the trunk and lifted his hand, covering hers. The world went a little hazy and the oxygen was sucked from the air as he stroked her fingers with his. “Very patient. I know it will take time for you to adjust to my expectations.”

Fara laughed as she got in her truck. “See you back at my place. If you can keep up.”

“Listen, Magnus. You are going to have to learn to give and take. I’ll accommodate you and your expectations, and you’ll accommodate mine.”

“That is not how relationships work,” he spoke to her as if she were a child.

“Wait, how do you know that?” Ruby asked. “With your no memories.” She made a circular action next to her temples.

“I do not need memories to do what needs to be done,” Magnus said sagely as he shut the trunk and walked around to the passenger side of the car.

“What needs to be done? Like a lesson.” Ruby mused over his words as she started the engine and drove off after Fara. “Wait a minute.”

“I have nowhere else to go.” Magnus held his hands out. “I am strapped into your mechanical beast.”

“You played us.” Ruby narrowed her eyes as she looked at Magnus accusingly. “You did the opposite of divide and conquer.”

“A good move if you have enemies. But if you want two sides to come together, you give them a common foe. A male chauvinist who is out of step with modern women.” Magnus stared out of the window, his eyes fixed on Fara’s car. “She drives like the devil himself is chasing her.”

“I expect she does have some devils chasing her,” Ruby muttered. “But that is not the point.”

“And what is the point?” Magnus asked, his eyes filled with amusement as he turned to face her.

“You gave us a common enemy. You. Just so we would stop bickering like children.” Ruby chuckled, partly because she found it funny and partly with relief. There was no way she would have introduced a man with those chauvinistic views to Fiona. “My mom would have bitten your head off and spat it out in disgust if she heard you.”

“She sounds like a formidable woman,” Magnus said in appreciation. “Have you inherited her characteristics?”

“No.” Ruby shook her head sadly. “She’s not my real mom. My parents are dead, and Fiona and Harlan took me and my sister in. They adopted us.”

“Ah. I’m sorry.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “If I am a dragon shifter and I have been asleep for a long time, there is a chance my family, if I had a family, is gone.”

Ruby’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I’m sorry, if that’s true. But there is a chance they may have been put to sleep, too.”

“Yes. I suppose so.” He contemplated her words.

Ruby shrugged and accelerated to keep up with Fara, who was taking the turns in the road a little too fast since her truck was so old. Luckily Ruby’s modern car handled the terrain perfectly. “Someone may have been rounding all the dragons up and casting Ancient Slumber. If so, they may be asleep, too.”

“Or it could be because I was a bad man. And I am alone.” Magnus rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I don’t feel like a bad man. In my heart, I feel…” He turned to look at Ruby. “I feel love. For you.”

Ruby’s car wobbled from side to side. “Love is a big word.”

“It is four letters. I can count,” Magnus told her seriously.

“I think you know exactly what I mean. Telling someone you love them is a big step. One that’s usually taken after people have known each other for more than two hours.” 

“You do not feel the same. I’m sorry, I’ve embarrassed you.” Magnus sounded genuinely apologetic.

“I feel something. Don’t get me wrong,” Ruby told him, choosing her words carefully. “But love? I need to know you a little more first.”

“You need to know that I am not an axe murderer who was put to sleep to stop him from killing more people. Or maybe I was a tyrannical dragon,” he suggested.

“Magnus, we don’t know. And it’s not about knowing who you were. It’s about knowing who you are. What you like. What you enjoy. For me, it’s about finding someone I’m compatible with.” She tried to reassure him but couldn’t tell if she was succeeding. “I can’t just accept this, no matter how much I want to.”

“And you do want to?” Magnus asked hopefully.

“I do. But neither of us needs more pressure right now. We need to focus on going up the mountain and seeing what we can find. If the trip yields us no clues, then we hit the archives at the museum or the library. Someone, somewhere, may have made an entry into town records that gives us a clue.”

“And if we never find out who I am?” Magnus asked as they turned onto the dirt road leading to Fara’s farm.

“Then you get to start again with a clean slate.” She slowed to a stop next to Fara’s truck. “And even if we do find out who you are, you still get to start with a clean slate. We can’t judge you for who you were.”

“Can’t you?” Magnus asked. “If you found out I was a very bad man or a very bad dragon, that would surely sway your thoughts toward me.”

Ruby opened the car door and got out. “I’m going to try my hardest to make up my own mind based on you and what I learn about you for myself.” She stood up and looked around at the farm that was well-maintained, with healthy livestock grazing in the fields. “Come on.”

She tried to keep her tone upbeat, but their conversation couldn’t be ignored. Magnus was right, there was a chance he was put to sleep to save the world from a marauding dragon. Although it hardly seemed possible. Magnus was polite and courteous, the kind of man she would happily take home to visit Fiona.

But was his true self hidden beneath the layers of amnesia surrounding his memories? Once they were peeled back, would he change, become the man he once was?

Would they be forced to put him back to sleep? If so, how would she cope knowing she would never have a mate?

Drop the drama, her dragon told her bluntly. Fate could not be so cruel.

But fate had been cruel before. Fate had ripped Ruby’s mom away and then her father.

How could they be sure it wouldn’t happen again? How could she be sure that she wasn’t destined to be alone in this world?

Then she thought of Sapphi, Fiona and Harlan, and their son. No matter how this turned out, she would never be truly alone, she could count on them for the strength she needed.

But she would much rather count on Magnus, the hunk of man flesh, who might just have a hunk of dragon flesh lurking inside him.

“Are you two coming? Or are you going to stand there gawping all day?” Fara asked as she mounted the porch steps and opened the farmhouse door.

“Coming,” Ruby called and walked toward the house, side by side with her mate.

When she woke this morning, she never expected that to happen.


Chapter Six – Magnus

“Do you need to wrap up warm, too?” Magnus asked Ruby, concerned with her lack of clothing. She wore a thick coat borrowed from Fara, but only because the old woman had insisted. He was certain Ruby only accepted it to keep the fragile peace struck between the two women.

“My dragon blood will keep me warm,” Ruby assured him.

This troubled Magnus. “If your dragon blood keeps you warm, why did my dragon blood allow me to freeze?”

“I don’t know.” Ruby averted her gaze.

Before he met Ruby, if someone told him he was a dragon he would have laughed in their face. Dragons did not exist. And if they did, who would want to be one? But now he did. He wanted to be everything to Ruby, to soar high in the sky with her, their bodies entwined.

“You are not certain I am a dragon, are you?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Ruby answered honestly. “If you aren’t, why were you in the mountains, in old clothes, with an old gold coin in your pocket? I don’t think Ancient Slumber works on ordinary men.”

“And you are not an ordinary man. You have to be from another century,” Fara told him. “Why else do you talk like that?”

“Like what?” Magnus frowned as he assessed his speech.

“You talk different than the rest of us,” Fara said. “And then there’s all this mechanical beast business. You’ve skipped a couple of centuries of knowledge.”

“Ruby?” Magnus asked the woman who he wanted very much to kiss. Who cared about going into the mountain when he could pick her up in his arms and take her to bed?

“You do talk funny. But that could be due to your memory loss. I’ve heard that some people can wake up one morning and speak with a foreign accent.” She placed her hand on his arm. “Let’s do this. Then we look for alternative explanations, including taking you to the hospital for a thorough examination.”

“They said I had not hit my head,” Magnus reminded her.

“There could be other reasons, and an MRI scan might show what those reasons are.” She smiled reassuringly.

“What is an MRI scan?” he asked.

“It takes a picture of your brain,” Ruby answered.

His face paled. “They cut open a man’s skull to do this?”

“No, it can see inside your skull.” Ruby frowned. “Never mind. Let’s go, we’re losing light.”

Fara hooked a backpack over her shoulder, which she’d stocked with food and water, in case they got stranded in the cold, and then pulled on a pair of thick gloves. “My old bones are not going to like this one bit.”

“You can stay behind if you want,” Ruby offered. “I will take care of Magnus.”

“I know, but I’d like an answer to this mystery myself.” Fara pulled on a thick hat and clapped her hands together. “I’m ready.”

Ruby smiled at the old woman. “You’re going to be hot in that getup. We have to drive halfway up the mountain before I can shift. I can’t risk anyone seeing me.”

“That’s okay, my truck has air con.” Fara walked toward the door.

“I thought Ruby was driving,” Magnus said quickly.

“I know this side of the mountain better than anyone, I’ll drive us to a spot where we’ll be hidden.” Fara opened the front door and went outside into the summer sun. Pushing her hat back, she wiped her forehead. “It sure is warm.”

“Not up there.” Ruby looked at the peaks in the distance. “Up there the air is cool, and the view is incredible.”

“I hope I don’t get airsick,” Fara said as she dumped her pack in the back. She stood for a moment, considering, and then stripped her coat and hat off, too. “You’re right, I don’t want to overheat in the cab.”

Ruby hid her smile. “You might want to do the same, Magnus.” Her eyes traveled over his body. “I never knew a man could look so good in women’s clothes.”

Magnus looked down at the sheepskin coat Fara had loaned him. “I look good in anything.”

“Or nothing,” Fara volunteered with a dry cackle. “Come on, Mr. Modest, let’s go.”

They got in the truck and set off down the dirt track toward the road, taking a right instead of a left. The road meandered along the side of the mountain, and Fara followed it, managing to avoid hitting other cars by a whisker, before she took a left turn, along a narrow road that soon grew steep as it climbed into the mountains.

The engine strained but kept on going. Fara, cursing and cajoling her old truck, nursed it up the steep road. “She’ll get us there,” Fara assured them.

“I just hope we’re in one piece,” Ruby murmured. Her hand clutched the car door, the whites of her knuckles showing, but that was the only telltale sign she was scared. Scared might be too strong a word, Magnus got the feeling nothing frightened his mate. Ruby muttered something else under her breath, but he didn’t catch it, nor did Fara, which might’ve been a good thing. He didn’t need their relationship breaking down again. It mattered to him that they were friends because right now, they were the closest to family he had.

“I was driving before you were born,” Fara told her, a wide grin on her face as she rose to the challenge of transporting them to their destination. If Magnus had to use one word to describe Fara, he’d choose tough. Like old boots.

“I believe you,” Ruby replied quickly. “But did you pass a test?”

Fara’s grin widened and she whooped loudly. “Come on, nearly there.” The truck found another burst of energy and climbed a steep slope that curved around like a serpentine until it leveled out. Ruby relaxed a little, sitting up in the seat as they neared the end of the journey. Soon it would be her turn, would the journey on Ruby’s back be any smoother?

At last, Fara pulled the truck into a clearing next to the road. The wheels bumped over raised tree roots and came to a halt under the canopy of large deciduous trees. With palpable relief, Ruby opened the truck door and slid out, her feet landing hard on the ground.

“I understand why you wanted to ride with me earlier.” She took a deep breath and pulled her shirt straight. It tightened over her breasts and Magnus had a hard time not staring at her.

“I tell myself she has survived to a good age despite her driving.” He grinned as Ruby rolled her eyes, but she made no further comment.

Magnus walked a few steps away from the truck and inhaled deeply. It was good to be back up here. The forest and the mountains had a sense of home. Walking toward a clearing in the trees, he looked up at the distant mountain peaks. Why had he been up there? Stumbling around in clothes that were worn and shabby. The fabric rough-spun and hand-dyed, nothing like the clothes he wore now. As surreal as Ruby’s theory was that he belonged to another time, another age, he couldn’t deny he was different. Not just his clothes, but his speech and his lack of understanding of the world around him, a world that had moved on while he slept.

“Magnus. Are you gonna help or just stand there mooning around?” Fara asked.

He turned and caught Ruby watching him. With a swift smile, he sauntered back to the truck and grabbed the packs out of the bed, placing them on the ground while he and Fara pulled on their warm clothes once more. Fara checked him over, making sure he was wrapped up warm as if he were a kid and she was his mother.

“Habit,” she said, withdrawing her hands. “Sol used to be childlike. Toddler-like really. He’s changed and grown over the last few years since they moved to Wolf Valley. Nadine’s helped him a lot.”

“You like them. They are your family?” Magnus asked.

“As good as,” Fara agreed. “They helped me, I helped them. I’m not a charity, you know.” Her brusque tone hid her true feelings. “So, don’t go thinking you can take advantage of me.”

“I would not dream of it.” He nodded his head, while Fara turned away to hide her true feelings.

“Whatever we find up there, you’re still all right.” She slapped his upper arm, not meeting his eyes. She too was concerned. This worried Magnus. Was there something they were not telling him, or were they both concerned he might be a mass murderer or something just as bad?

“We should go, we have to hike through the trees to the valley.” Ruby pointed about a mile into the distance and he realized dressing in warm clothes might’ve been a mistake. “I can shift in there, and we can get everything on my back, including you two.”

She picked up one of the packs and shouldered it. “Ready?”

Fara checked that her truck was locked and pocketed the keys. Magnus wasn’t sure anyone would try to steal the heap of rust. But he appreciated that the older woman cherished it. “It’ll be here when we come back,” he assured her.

“Of course, it will. Everyone around here knows what’ll happen to ‘em if they tried to steal it. I’d claw their eyes out.” She cackled. “I’m only joking.”

“I believe you are a formidable woman, Fara, and believe you are more than capable of clawing someone’s eyes out.” Magnus picked up the two remaining packs.

“Hey, I’ll take one of those.” She held out her hand and he passed her the lighter of the two.

“What’s in these?” he asked, shouldering the pack, and setting off after Ruby who was twenty feet away. Magnus breathed deeply, catching her scent on the breeze that rolled down from the mountain.

“I brought some climbing gear,” Fara confessed. “I don’t trust dragons.” She inclined her head toward Ruby. “If something happens and she can’t fly, we are stuck and I’m not freezing to death up there.”

Magnus nodded, he wasn’t about to enter into a conversation on why Fara didn’t like dragons. All he said was, “I hope you trust me if I am a dragon.”

“Oh, you’re different.” She gave him a wink and set off after Ruby, who was glancing over her shoulder impatiently. He couldn’t be certain, but he suspected she’d heard their conversation.

Following the two women, who kept a small distance apart from each other, he took one last look at the truck, happy to feel the dirt beneath his feet.

Ruby set a fast pace, but he noticed she slowed when terrain got too steep, and not for her own sake. There might be a degree of animosity between her and Fara, but both women were in this together. Magnus relaxed a little. They were a team and would put their differences aside for the good of the team.

For him.

The thought was a good one. He wanted to be accepted. It was important to him. Did that mean whoever he was before was not accepted? Possibly because he had a forked tongue and scales?

Did dragons have forked tongues?

He wasn’t about to ask Ruby.

“What you are smiling about?” Fara asked breathlessly as she reached the top of a steep trail and stopped for a drink. She took the opportunity to flop down on the ground, resting her legs as she gulped down water as if she’d been lost in the desert for days.

“Just enjoying the day.” His smile widened as he glanced at Ruby. Her face was flushed, her breasts rising and falling from the effort of the climb. She looked beautiful. It didn’t matter what time or place he came from, he knew beauty when he saw it.

“Well, don’t get too wrapped up in it.” Fara handed him the water bottle. “Keep your mind on the reason we’re here.”

“Why are you here, Fara?” Magnus asked after he took a slug of water and handed the water bottle back to her.

“For a share in your treasure.” She winked at Magnus and put the water bottle back in her pack.

“I’d give it all to the person who can tell me who I am,” he confessed, earning him a sharp look from Ruby.

“Don’t say that. Not until you’ve seen your treasure. Only then will you realize what it means to you.” She put her thumbs under the straps of her pack and eased the weight off her back, before letting it settle again. “Are we ready to move?”

“Yes, we are.” Fara put her feet under her and got ready to rise. Magnus offered her his hand, which she gratefully took. “If we have to walk much further, I might have to let my wolf do the work.”

She fell into step behind Ruby, who left the path and headed through the trees. “Not much further. Once we get inside this valley, we’ll be hidden from view.”

Then he would see her dragon. A thrill swept through him. He might not have his memories, but he knew dragons were magnificent beasts. Not that human Ruby wasn’t magnificent enough.

The terrain grew more inhospitable, and they had to push their way through undergrowth, and climb over fallen trees brought down in storms. With their tree roots not deep enough to penetrate the hard rock, the shallow dirt wasn’t strong enough to anchor the trees as they grew tall and wide. Magnus frowned. How could his head contain so much knowledge, and yet not recall when he was born, or who his parents were?

“Here.” Ruby stood on top of a large boulder and leaned down to offer her hand to Fara. “Take my hand. Magnus might have to give you a boost up, too.”

Fara stopped at the foot of the boulder and sighed. “I hate getting old. I used to scamper over this mountain like a young pup.” She shook her head. “Are you ready to destroy my dignity?”

Magnus chuckled. “Let’s leave your dignity intact.” He hunkered down and clasped his hands together. “Put your foot in here and lean on my shoulder. Reach for Ruby’s hand and we’ll soon have you up there.”

Fara gave him a grateful smile. “This is why I’m here. I don’t need your treasure. But I do like a man with manners.”

She placed her foot in his hands and he raised it up, letting his leg muscles take the strain as he stood up, Fara’s hand on his shoulder, her fingers digging into his flesh as she pushed herself up. Ruby reached for her hand and took it, heaving the woman up until they stood side by side, grasping each other as Fara got her balance.

“Are you okay?” Ruby asked, looking into Fara’s face with concern.

“Yep. I’m good.” Fara forced a smile on her face. “No boulder’s going to get in the way of this old gal.”

“Good for you, Fara.” Ruby slowly let her go and looked down at Magnus. “We’ll move out of the way, so you can get up. Or do you need a hand, too?”

He grinned. “A man is supposed to save the damsel in distress, my pride would never allow it to be any other way.”

Fara looked down at him and rolled her eyes. “Are you calling me a damsel in distress?”

“Never,” he replied quickly.

“Come on, Fara. We just have to step across to the next boulder.” Ruby disappeared from view, and Fara followed.

Magnus took one last look around, a sense of being watched struck him. He quietened his breath and allowed his senses to roam, but the only things out there were birds and other small animals. A memory brushed against his mind, just out of reach. He’d been here before.

His heart rate accelerated, and he placed his hand on the large boulder. Had he come this way with Fara when she led him off the mountain? He was convinced they had not cut through this valley.

“Are you coming, Magnus?” Ruby called, a hint of worry in her voice.

Magnus turned back to the boulder and heaved himself up, his fingertips gripping onto the almost smooth rock, while he levered his body higher with his feet. “You have not lost me yet.”

Ruby looked relieved as he stood up, and his heart slowed and then faltered at the feeling of longing that swept over him. Then she turned away and took a small leap to another boulder, before turning and reaching out for Fara.

He held back, letting the two women work together. This would strengthen their bond. Although a slight pang of jealousy hit him. It should be him forging a closer bond with Ruby.

Where that thought came from he didn’t know, but he truly hoped this adventure into the unknown would yield some answers to the secrets of his past.


Chapter Seven – Ruby

The journey into the valley was slow, which did not suit Ruby or her dragon, who huffed smoke out of her snout. She was impatient to be the center of attention and allow their mate his first glimpse of her vibrant red scales, and to sample her flying prowess.

Show-off, Ruby told her.

Which her dragon ignored.

Although Ruby’s patience was tested, she didn’t hold it against Fara, who was strong and supple despite her more advanced years. With a fierce look of concentration on her face, she worked her way along the valley, climbing over obstacles, and ducking under fallen trees, which had fallen from the tree-lined sides of the valley over the years. In various states of decomposition, they littered the valley, leaving the impression of a tree graveyard. This whole valley gave her the creeps, the shadows deepening the further they ventured inside its jaws.

“This should be far enough.” Ruby stopped. The ground surrounding her was relatively clear, but it was shielded by a recently fallen Scots pine. Its branches still believed it was alive, and no needles had yet fallen. It rose up into the air, a good ten feet or more, and would hide her dragon from anyone who might be watching from the entrance of the valley.

But not from above the valley. Ruby’s dragon would scan the area once she had shifted. If there was anyone close enough to see, she would sense them.

“Let me have a drink.” Fara retrieved her water bottle from her backpack, took a long drink and then passed it around. “Maybe I should have swallowed a couple of Valium, too.” She closed her backpack securely. “I don’t like flying in an airplane, so I’m certain I’m not going to like this.”

“I promise to look after you,” Ruby told her, then her eyes rested on Magnus.

“Well, here’s the thing. I’m going to get this strapping young man to put his arms around me and hold me tight.” Fara cackled as jealousy flickered over Ruby’s face. “Only because I know full well you won’t allow a single hair on his head to get damaged. So if he’s attached to me, I’m safe.”

Magnus laughed. “You are an old fox.”

“An old wolf, actually,” Fara corrected him. “And damn proud of it. Takes a lot to get one over on Fara.”

“I believe it,” Ruby said. “You remind me of my mom.” 

“You don’t say that as if it’s a good thing.” Fara folded her arms across her chest, ready to take offense.

“My mom is one of the best people I know. Loyal, strong, kind. With a hard exterior, she used to protect herself for a long time.” Ruby stepped back from the others, figuring out how much room she needed and whether it would be better if Magnus and Fara hid behind the fallen tree before she shifted.

“You love her,” Magnus interjected, watching her every move. Ruby shuddered, liking the way his eyes followed her as if he couldn’t tear them away.

“I do.” She glanced over to Fara. “Saying you reminded me of my mom was a compliment. You’d protect those you care about from anyone or anything that might try to hurt them, and damn the consequences.”

“Ahh, stop blabbering and get on with it,” Fara said brusquely. “We’re wasting daylight.”

“Okay. I’m ready, but I want you two to stand back. Way back. There’s enough room here for me, but only just.” Ruby watched as Magnus wrapped his arm around Fara to guide her to a safe distance.

“I can do it,” Fara said bluntly. “I’m not an invalid. You brought me up here to help, not so you can mother me.”

Magnus let her go, waiting until she’d taken a position behind a boulder and then standing next to her, shielding her with his body. If she noticed, she didn’t make a comment. With the two people watching, Ruby was ready to shift. It was an unusual feeling to shift in front of two strangers in broad daylight. Normally secretive, she was used to hugging the darkness or staying out of sight.

“We’re waiting,” Fara interrupted her thoughts.

Ruby didn’t answer, she simply allowed her dragon to speak for herself. With a rush of air, static electricity sparked and crackled across her skin as she left this world, only for her dragon to burst through the veil that separated the woman from her beast. Large, red, and fierce, her dragon swished her tail like an angry cat as she looked above them to the clifftops, making sure it was safe before she relaxed.

Exactly what her dragon would do if there was someone up there looking down on them, Ruby didn’t want to contemplate. Although her dragon had always been a preserver of life, except for the few small animals she’d killed in her younger days, when mastering the art of hunting, she’d never hurt a soul. Yet Ruby was aware of the simmering primal force that was barely kept in check by the human side of the partnership.

Ruby never forgot her dragon was a beast from ancient times when self-preservation kept you alive and hunting your own meat was the only way to satisfy your hunger.

“Are you done posing?” Fara asked as she and Magnus approached. Despite her words, there was a look of awe and intimidation on her face. Ruby was tempted to breathe fire and burn the Scots pine to a crisp, just to remind everyone who was in charge, but she resisted. Just.

“You are amazing,” Magnus told her, reaching out to touch her snout, which her dragon kindly lowered to make it easier for him. Who wouldn’t want their mate stroking their nose like they were a soft, cuddly kitten?

Ruby’s dragon puffed smoke from her nostrils in contentment, pleased when Magnus didn’t shy away from her. As he ran his hand along her nose, she closed her eyes in pleasure. He could do that all day and she wouldn’t complain. Not one bit.

“So how do we get on?” Fara asked, breaking up their intimate moment.

Ruby opened her eyes and surveyed the old woman, trying to decide if there was enough meat on her for a snack.

Be nice, Ruby warned her.

I was joking, her dragon replied, puffing smoke in Fara’s face.

“Charming.” Fara wafted her hand in front of her face, while the dragon bent her leg and angled her body down toward the ground.

“Here, I’ll help you up,” Magnus said, taking hold of Fara’s hand and leading her around to stand by the side of the dragon.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Fara asked as she lifted her leg and placed her foot on the dragon’s foreleg.

“Ruby won’t hurt you,” Magnus assured her.

“It’s not Ruby I’m worried about.” Taking hold of her courage, Fara pushed herself up, reaching for one of the spines that ran along the dragon’s back. Her fingers closed around the horny spine, but as she tried to clamber aboard, her center of gravity shifted, and she toppled backward.

With lightning fast reflexes, Magnus caught her in his arms. “I’ve got you.”

Fara went limp and rested against him for a moment, before wriggling free. “Let’s try that again.”

Ruby’s dragon crouched down, lowering her body as close to the ground as she could. Magnus reached out and stroked her shoulder, while he placed his right hand under Fara’s arm and helped her up onto Ruby’s back. There were no protests from Fara, no comments about saving her dignity as she sat straddling the red dragon and adjusted her position until she was comfortable and relatively secure. Although, by the way she gripped the dragon’s spine, Ruby was certain she was scared, nervous about what was to follow.

With an agile leap, Magnus seated himself behind Fara, and wrapped his right arm around her and held onto the spine with his left hand. Her dragon shivered at his touch, thrilled with the sense of connection between them. If her dragon had any doubts as to whether Magnus was their mate, they were now gone, buried in the dirt that crumbled beneath her huge talons as she took one step forward and then launched herself into the air.

Fara cried out and then fell silent. The only sound filling the valley was the steady thrum of wings as Ruby rose into the air, skirting the high cliffs, using them as cover as she flew along the length of the valley.

When she reached the end, she followed a line of trees that clung to a cliffside. They had once sat on top of the cliff, but heavy rain had caused a landslide some years ago, and they now stood in a crumpled heap halfway down the side of the rocky outcrop. They faced in all directions and gave good cover to the dragon as she beat her wings slowly and methodically.

Her dragon knew where she was heading, the description of the place where Fara had found Magnus was not far from the valley she’d flown through earlier this morning.

Wait, was it only this morning? So much had happened, so much had changed since her early morning flight. She’d reveled in her freedom and pitied herself for feeling lonely. Meeting her mate had meant she’d lost her freedom to do as she pleased and think of no one else. It also meant that if Magnus stayed with her, she would never know loneliness again.

How she wished he had his memories. How she wished he would remember his dragon. Or any other shifter, she would settle for that. Because a shifter would never leave.

Ruby pushed herself faster, the need to get to the valley and check the area out thoroughly strong. When they returned from the mountain later today, she wanted this to be over. She wanted to know all the answers, not just for her own sake, but for Magnus, too.

But that might bring him heartbreak, her dragon said quietly.

What do you mean? Ruby asked as the trees ended and she banked, hugging the edge of a cliff. Soon she would have to risk abandoning the scant cover and flying in the open. Between this section of the mountain and the area they were headed, she needed to cover two hundred feet during which time she would be completely exposed.

When he remembers. Her dragon was in no doubt he would. When he remembers, he will remember it all. Not just the reason he was sent into Ancient Slumber, but also the people he knew, family and friends who are now past.

And he’ll mourn them. Ruby understood her dragon’s concerns. We’ll be there for him.

But will we be enough?

Her dragon closed her mind to Ruby and concentrated all her senses on the surrounding area. They were about to break their cover, and they had to be sure they would not be seen. All shifters were secretive, but the dragons even more so. A bear or a wolf could pass for a real wild animal as long as no one saw them actually shifting. A dragon did not have the same luxury of blending in.

Confident they were alone, but aware that Fara and her mate were on her back, she broke cover and flew fast and true. The wind whipped at her face, and her lungs burned as her wings beat fast. She hadn’t noticed the added weight until now, but the two passengers she carried slowed her down. Ruby pulled on her energy reserves and forced her muscles to work harder.

Ahead of her, the next mountain peak grew closer. Her dragon aimed for a valley that ran along the side of the rock like a jagged scar. The space between her and safety grew less with every wing beat, until she counted down, three…two…one.

Relief swept over her and she slowed, shifting her attention to the two people on her back. Were they okay? Magnus rested the flat of his hand on her side and stroked her scales. “That was amazing.”

She wanted to tell him he hadn’t seen anything yet. Instead, she opened her mouth and a stream of fire burst out in front of her.

Fara’s laugh echoed off the sides of the valley. “I’d gladly have you by my side through any fight.”

Ruby’s dragon grinned and took in a large gulp of air, before spewing it out of her mouth, its red glow lighting up the narrow valley. She didn’t often let off steam like this, but it wasn't often that she had people on her back.

The first time with our mate, Ruby reminded her.

The only reply Ruby got back was that her dragon would much rather fly alongside her mate than have him sitting on her back.

Ruby had no answer for her, only hope that when they reached the place where Fara had found Magnus, they would be able to retrace his steps and find some answers.

If not, Ruby would tear the mountain apart if she had to. Somewhere, in the mountain range she called her home, was the key. She knew it.

But knowing is never enough, her dragon reminded her sagely.

She hated it when her dragon was right. Resigned to their mission, her dragon flew on.


Chapter Eight – Magnus

The thrill of flying filled his heart with joy. Magnus wished he could spread his arms wide and jump off Ruby’s back and fly alongside her. What an incredible sense of freedom to simply glide on an air current, and then with a tip of your wings change direction and fly to whatever destination you chose.

If he wasn’t holding Fara in place, he would let go of his hold on Ruby’s horny spike and raise his hands in the air and whoop.

Beneath his legs, which gripped tightly around the dragon’s body, he felt Ruby’s muscles bunch as she drew her wings upward, and then flex as they pressed the air down, enabling her to rise higher and fly faster. Magnus studied every aspect of the dragon’s flight, from the way she turned her sinewy neck to change direction, to the twitch of her tail that acted like a rudder. She fascinated him and he never wanted this journey to end.

Scratch that. He did want the journey to end but only because he hoped to find answers. Answers that would mean one day he too might fly through the air with his mate. For one thing, Magnus was sure of—this was not his first dragon flight.

That could mean he had ridden on another dragon’s back. But he doubted that was the truth. His body thrummed with excitement, his muscles resonated with the movement and rhythm of her wings. Purely primal, he instinctively anticipated Ruby’s next movement, no matter how subtle.

“You don’t have to hold on to me so tight.” Fara’s voice carried to him as the mountain terrain changed. They were leaving behind the green grass and trees. The colors around them became more muted, grays and browns, and then the first patches of snow appeared, clinging to the underneath of large overhangs where the sun’s rays never reached.

“I don’t want to lose you, Fara,” he yelled back, the wind taking his voice and whisking it away.

“I didn’t know you cared so much.” She cackled. Her dry voice was no match for the air streaming past them but his arm around her waist felt the rumble of her chest. She was enjoying this, despite her earlier trepidation.

They rose higher. The sun reflecting on the snow bounced back at them, making him squint. But even through the slits of his eyes, he could see the beauty and magnificence of their surroundings. The bitterly cold wind dragged at the warm coat Fara had loaned him and he wished he’d pulled the hood up around his head. His ears were freezing.

Then Ruby changed course, her wings angling to take them down toward the mountainside. They were going in to land. Like a buzzard circling a kill, she cruised around in a spiral, each turn taking them lower. Magnus leaned forward and looked down to the side as Fara pointed and called, “That’s it, that’s where I found you.”

He nodded, too wrapped up in his own thoughts to speak. This was the first thing he remembered. The cold. The bright sun on the snow. The sense of loss. He’d fought to put one foot in front of the other. Not because he was weak. But because, as much as something was pulling him forward, another something was holding him back. He could feel it now, like a heavy weight in his chest.

Lower, the dragon made a tighter circle, he could see the place she planned to set down. A narrow ledge, with a large drop on one side. If she timed it badly, they might all topple into a snowy abyss. But he trusted her, she knew what she was doing, although from the quickening of Fara’s breath it was doubtful Ruby’s other passenger experienced the same confidence.

“Close your eyes,” he suggested to Fara. There was no need to shout, the wind no longer robbed him of his voice. They were descending slowly, with Ruby making meticulously small adjustments to compensate for wind speed and downdraft.

“Are you joking? If we fall, I need to look for a place to grab hold of.” Her voice wobbled with nerves.

“We won’t fall.”

“I wish I had your confidence, this is a big old bird to set down on a narrow ledge.” Fara half-turned to speak to him. “It never looked as narrow from down there.”

He grinned. She was right, flying made you look at the world from a different perspective. “Ready. We might land with a jolt, but we’re fine.”

Fara nodded, and her breathing stopped for one long moment as Ruby extended her large taloned feet and set down on the packed frozen snow. Extending her claw-like feet, the dragon dug into the ground, gripping the mountainside.

“Okay, I’m ready to bail,” Fara said, but her hands were frozen around the horny spine. “I can’t move.”

Magnus didn’t ask if it was through cold or fear. Instead, he took his protective arm from around Fara’s waist and closed both his hands over her gloved hands. Rubbing them with his palms, he helped get the circulation going and then hooked his fingers under her fingertips and levered them off gently.

“Better?” he asked as she clapped her hands together and rolled her shoulders.

“A little. I’m as stiff as a corpse.”

“We are all very much alive.” He chuckled. “I will get down first. Once I am down on the ground, can you follow?” Magnus moved his leg behind him and slid down the dragon’s side, landing on her outstretched leg. She lowered her shoulder a little more, eliciting a sharp yelp from Fara. “Don’t worry, you are not going to fall.”

Fara looked down at him. “I can’t wait to put my feet down on terra firma. I might run home on four paws when we’re done. The ride was great, but the lack of control is unnerving.”

Magnus jumped down onto the hard-packed snow. “Come on down.” He held his arms up and beckoned to Fara. The old woman looked down dubiously, but then swung her leg stiffly over the dragon’s back and with her hands sliding down over the red scales, she slipped down onto the dragon’s leg. With barely a pause, she turned and took hold of Magnus’s outstretched hands and jumped heavily to the ground.

With a sigh, she stood back, surveying the bright red dragon. She was magnificent, perched on the ledge with the backdrop of white snow and gray rock behind her. A slash of color on the bleak but beautiful mountainside.

Then she was gone. The dragon shimmered out of existence for a split second, leaving Magnus’s heart wounded by the loss. Then the air crackled with static electicrty, and the hairs on his neck stood on end as Ruby materialized in front of him, equally beautiful in her human form.

“Enjoy the ride?” she asked brightly as she took in their surroundings with her human eyes. “It looks a lot different when you’re this small and vulnerable.”

“Tell me about it,” Fara replied. “Listen, now that you’re back to being human, I’m gonna shift. Mountains are not appealing to this old gal, but my wolf loves them.” She looked pinched and cold, despite the thick layers of clothing, and when she stepped forward, her legs were stiff.

“Go for it,” Ruby replied. “You might be able to pick up a scent.”

Fara nodded and shifted into her wolf. Immediately, she set off up the narrow trail that was no more than a slice of rock jutting out from the high cliff face. Head down, her silver-tipped fur rippled as the wind blew down from the higher peaks.

“I wanted to tell you how amazing you are,” Magnus blurted out as they watched the wolf roam ahead.

“Don’t let my dragon hear, she’s already full of herself.” Ruby blushed as she spoke, obviously happy with the compliment. “How are you? You look cold.”

“I’m okay. I wish I had your dragon blood.” He glanced at her sideways, and then looked back up the trail. “We should follow, in case she gets into trouble.”

“There’s no one else around,” Ruby replied. “But that might not stop Fara from getting into trouble.”

“What if there are more like me?” he asked. The thought hadn’t struck him until they flew up the valley and landed here. But for all they knew the mountain could be riddled with caves filled with dormant dragon shifters. Or maybe just dormant men. “What if someone hid an army here?”

Ruby gave a short, nervous laugh. “Well, that’s a scary thought.” She turned around, surveying the area. “I’ve flown all around this section scouting for dormant dragons. There was only one place I sensed anything.”

“Which was where?” Magnus asked.

“About five hundred feet that way.” She pointed in the direction the wolf had gone. “My guess is you woke up because you sensed me.”

“Because you are my mate and I am a dragon shifter.” He nodded, understanding her theory. “But why no memories and why can’t I shift?”

“That is why we are here.” She adjusted the straps on her pack.

“Why don’t we follow the wolf and find out?” Magnus was anxious to catch up with Fara.

“You don’t hear that every day.” Ruby grinned. “Lead on.”

He struck out along the trail, his boots sinking about an inch into the hardened crust, leaving an indent. When he looked closely at the ground before him, he saw tracks leading down the trail. His tracks. This was what Fara was following. He picked up his pace, and Ruby followed close behind. The further they got, the more eager he was to find out why he had been here. Because sure as eggs were eggs, he had not been walking this trail by accident. The higher they climbed, the narrower the ledge became, until his shoulder brushed against the rock face to his left.

“Not exactly the kind of place you take a nice relaxing hike, is it?” Ruby called from behind him.

“No, it is not.” He looked down at the drop to his left. “That is a long way down.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll catch you if you fall.” Her voice was light, showing no sign of fear. “Not much further to go.”

She was right, as he rounded the next outcrop, they finally caught up with Fara’s wolf, who was standing next to a small opening in the rock face. He stopped, a sense of foreboding filling him. Was it better to live his life anew, not hampered down by his past? Neither good nor bad, it was like a new life stretching out in front of him. 

Every part of Magnus told him he was a good person, and yet someone had put him to sleep. Dragon shifter or not, he had been sent into a deep sleep for a century or two.

Unless he was a totally deranged idiot who had decided to go for a walk in the mountains unprepared for the conditions.

“Are you okay?” Ruby asked from behind him. He could sense her presence, feel the heat from her body as she pressed close to him. And he could smell her. Magnus inhaled deeply, and his mouth watered. He hadn’t experienced this around another person. That had to mean something. It had to mean he was a shifter. And the answer was inside the rock, just a few feet away.

The wolf ducked her head and took a step closer to the opening, and then turned to look at Magnus, who took a step forward and then another. Time to conquer his past. Good or bad, he would embrace it and move on. No man was set in stone. If he had done bad things, he could spend the rest of his life doing good. Repent and redeem himself, with Ruby to guide him, that would be his plan.

“Want me to go first?” Ruby offered as she stood beside him, looking at the opening.

“No, I’ll go first.” He swung his head around to look at her. “But thanks for the offer.”

Ducking down, he assessed the opening. He wouldn’t fit in there with the pack on his back, so he loosened the straps and eased it off his shoulders, pushing it through the gap first. If it fell into a gaping abyss, at least he’d know not to follow it. If only he had a flaming torch.

Fara, now back in human form, nudged his shoulder. “Flashlight.” She held a small cylinder out to him.

“What is a flashlight?” he asked, looking at the metal object with suspicion.

Fara flipped a switch and the cylinder lit up, blinding him with its stream of light. “Shine it in there.”

He took it gingerly, unsure where the flame was contained, but happy to use its light to illuminate the darkness. The cylinder was cool to the touch, and he held it with his right hand, before placing his left hand in front of the beam of light. “No heat. Curious.”

“It runs on batteries, dumbass,” Fara told him bluntly as if he were the village idiot.

“Hold on, Fara, if Magnus has never seen a car before, he couldn’t have seen a flashlight either. And he certainly wouldn’t know how it was powered.” He appreciated Ruby defending him, even if he didn’t need it. There were worse things in the world than Fara’s words, and as he removed his hand from the flashlight and shone it into the opening, he hoped he was not about to meet one.

“Are you goin’ in?” Fara’s voice cut through the silence that surrounded them. The trail was sheltered from the wind by an overhang about a foot wide. On either side of the opening the mountain butted out into the valley, concealing the entrance. He looked inside the opening. It appeared a recent landslide had cleared a number of rocks that had covered the entrance.

If this was where he’d come from, it was only luck that had enabled him to get out.

Or fate, a voice whispered in his head.

“Are you sure this is where my footprints lead?” Magnus asked, looking past Fara to where the trail disappeared around a solid rock wall.

“Fairly sure, plus, I went a little further along this ledge. It ends in about a hundred feet.” She pointed above them. “A rock slide took out a section of it.”

“Perhaps the same rock slide that opened up this cave.” He peered inside. “I’m going in.”

He crawled on his hands and knees into the semi-darkness. The flashlight gave off a flickering light as he moved, illuminating the space around him. It was narrow, a tunnel rather than a cave, and as he crawled, he had a sense of recognition, as if he’d been here before.

Behind him, he heard scraping, and looked over his shoulder to see Ruby following; behind her, Fara stood waiting. He couldn’t see her face as she bent down and peered into the tunnel, but he could feel her apprehension on the air.

“What do you see?” Ruby asked as she crawled along close behind him.

“Not a lot. It looks as if this tunnel used to be wider. But the cave is blocked off.” He shuddered, not wanting to think about waking up underneath a hundred feet of rock and finding himself trapped.

A sudden need to get out of there hit him and he stopped. The walls closed in on him and fear of being buried alive gripped him and threatened to choke off the breath his body desperately needed.

“Relax.” Ruby placed her hand on his ankle, and then moved it further up his leg, soothing him. “I’m here, it’s okay.”

“I could have died in here.” His throat tightened, and his words came out in a strangled gasp.

“But you didn’t, and you won’t. If anything happens, Fara will get help. She’s waiting right outside.”

“That won’t help if the roof caves in on us.” The sense of being trapped hit him, and a wave of anguish washed over him.

“Let’s take it one step at a time.” She tapped his foot and urged him on.

He did her bidding. There was a part of him that couldn’t refuse. And part of him that would never want to.


Chapter Nine – Ruby

Ruby kept her voice level as she encouraged Magnus to crawl forward, hiding her own apprehension.

Dragons don’t belong in confined places, her dragon told her sulkily.

I thought you were brave. Ruby focused on the man in front of her. Her priority was to keep him safe.

Which we can’t do, if we’re buried under a mountain of rock, her dragon informed her bluntly.

Ruby ignored her dragon and instead followed her own advice and focused on the man in front of her. Particularly his butt, which she could just about make out as the light from the flashlight bounced back off the walls on either side of them. If he’d been asleep for a couple of centuries, he must have worked out in his sleep, because he had one tight…

The light vanished, and she took a sharp intake of breath. “Did you drop the flashlight?”

Then she realized the light hadn’t gone out; instead, it was sucked into a dark abyss before them. “I found the cave.”

Magnus scrambled forward and stood up, turning the flashlight on her. Thankfully he didn’t shine it in her face; instead, he aimed it at the ground. “And I found a gold coin.” Ruby’s fingers closed around it and she picked it up from between the small rocks that littered the floor of what looked like a large cave that stretched out behind Magnus.

He stepped closer to her, aiming the flashlight at the coin. “How did it get here?”

Turning in a circle, he aimed the light at the ground, but there were no other gold coins or gems of any kind. She caught the disappointment on his face and reached out for his free hand. Lifting it up, she opened his fingers and placed the gold on his palm. “This is yours.”

He weighed it in his hand. “It feels…familiar.”

Ruby smiled. “A dragon always knows his treasure.” She inhaled deeply. “There’s more close by.”

Her heart hammered with excitement and her dragon fluttered around in her head like a lovesick fool. Only a dragon could be this impressed by gold and jewels.

“How do you know?” Magnus asked as he turned back to look at her.

“I can sense it.” She was about to add, it’s a dragon thing, but stopped herself. He didn’t need to hear it. Not now. “Come on.”

She took his hand and pulled him forward, following her nose, or whatever sense it was that led her toward the treasure. They stumbled over small rocks and splashed through a puddle of water created by rain seeping through the rock above. When Magnus shone his light on the water, they could see stalagmites forming on the ground. “This section must have been untouched by the cave-in, or else these stalagmites would be broken.”

“So you don’t know about cars and flashlights, but you know about caves?” Ruby asked.

“Yes.” He nodded and frowned. “I know this cave.”

“This must have been your lair.” Excitement bubbled up inside her. “How amazing to have a real cave as your lair.”

“My lair.” He sounded unsure.

“You must be a dragon shifter, this is your lair and…that is your treasure.” She stopped dead in her tracks and pointed at the pile of gold and silver, littered with trinkets and gems.

“What if it’s not mine?” Magnus asked.

“But you were here,” Ruby insisted. “It has to be yours.”

“Or there could be another explanation.” His tone was troubled. “What if I came here to put a dragon shifter under the Ancient Slumber spell, and it somehow reversed and got me?”

“You think the reason you were in here was that you tried to put a dragon to sleep?” Ruby contemplated that for a moment. “Impossible.”

“Why?” Magnus asked as he approached the treasure.

“Because it could never happen.”

“Why? I’ve seen how strong you are. Your dragon could easily overpower me.”

“Yes, it could. But you are missing the point.”

“Which is?”

“A dragon would never leave someone else here alone with his treasure.”

“What if that dragon was dead? I could have killed him. Or her?” Magnus was searching for answers, some kind of explanation. Why couldn’t he accept that he was a dragon shifter?

“You don’t think you can be a shifter, do you?” Ruby pulled him forward, wanting him to touch his treasure. One thing she knew above all else was that a dragon’s treasure sang to its true owner. “Pick it up, touch it.”

Magnus hesitated. Then he plunged his hands into the gold and lifted it up, letting it rain back down. “It feels familiar, but I still don’t remember a thing.”

“Give it time.” Ruby walked around the pile of gold. She longed to pull her hiking boots off and wade through the treasure, just as she waded through the mountain stream on a hot summer day. Both were equally refreshing to a dragon.

Magnus made his own way around the edge of the treasure. Occasionally he would stop and lean forward, looking at a jewel-encrusted dagger, or lift out a wooden box filled with gems, but he always replaced them as if he were a stranger here and the valuables belonged to someone else.

“There’s so much of it.” He stood with his hands on his hips. “What do we do with it all?”

Ruby circled around and stood next to him. “Leave it here for now. I won’t tell anyone, and I think you can trust Fara. She’d likely rip the throat out of anyone who tried to steal from you.”

“What then? What if it is not mine?”

“Finders keepers,” she offered lamely.

He hunkered down and cupped his hands, filling them with treasure. “Why can’t I remember?”

She crouched beside him. “Listen, I’ve seen the Ancient Slumber spell cast once. Maybe whoever cast it on you used a variation?” 

“You mean the spell still has an effect on me?” He let the gold slip through his fingers. “That makes sense.”

“All we have to do is figure out how to break it.” Ruby reached out and grabbed hold of a silver chain, pulling it toward her. “This is pretty.”

She held it up and a silver moon dangled from the chain, glimmering in the light. Magnus’s heart rate quickened, she could hear it thundering in his chest. “I remember this.”

The breath rushed from her chest as relief swept over her. A breakthrough, no matter how small, gave her hope. “What do you remember?”

Magnus lifted it up, so it dangled above their heads. “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “It belonged to someone special to me.”

The room spun around as Ruby fought the jealousy that wanted to consume her. Whoever it was meant nothing compared to his mate. She knew it, he knew it. Only he didn’t know it, because that side of him was still dormant. Ruby might be his mate, but as they crouched here next to his treasure, she was no more to him than any other woman in his life. No, she might mean less to him than whoever the crescent moon pendant belonged to.

“Do you know who she was?” Her voice was small in the vastness of the cave.

“No. Not her face.” He lowered his hand and stared with unfocused eyes at his treasure. “But I do know she is the reason I am here.”

Not what a girl wanted to hear. Especially not what a girl wanted to hear coming out of the mouth of her mate. “Did you love her?”

Magnus turned his head to look at her. “Yes. I think so. But I don’t remember her face.” He palmed the pendant and shoved it in his pocket, before cupping her face in his hand. “It’s not the same as this.”

Her forehead creased as she said, “Do you know what this is?”

“No.” He lifted her face as she tried to pull away. “But I do know, deep down in my soul, that no sleep, no matter how long, could make me forget you.”

He leaned forward and kissed her lips—in his lair, surrounded by all his treasure. Her dragon swooned, to her this was the most romantic gesture in all the ages of all the world.

Ruby agreed. His words were heartfelt and she believed him. He might not have his memories or his dragon, but he recognized Ruby for who she was. As their lips moved, he awoke a part of her that had been dormant, too. The woman inside her, the primal side that wanted a man, a mate, and a family. Children had never been a priority. Yes, she loved Harlan Jr. as if he were her own blood, but she’d never gotten it before, that intense need to procreate.

Yet, if Magnus asked her to, if he made a move, she would lay down here on his treasure and make a child with him. Make a future with him.

His tongue slid along her lower lip and she opened her mouth, their tongues entwined as they explored each other. Ruby ran her hands over his hard-toned chest, her thumb brushed against his taut nipple, and he groaned, deepening their kiss and pulling her closer. She wanted to climb inside his skin and be one with him, two beings joined forever.

When their lips parted, she felt a sense of loss. Leaning forward, she rested her head against his chest, then raised her eyes to his. “I don’t suppose true love’s kiss woke your memories?”

“Alas, no.” He stroked her jawline and gazed into her eyes. “However, I am in no doubt this is true love.”

A smile crept onto her face. “That’s the most important thing for you to know. The rest doesn’t matter. Only that we’re together.”

He leaned forward, his lips as gentle as a caress as they touched hers. “You have faith in me.”

“I do.”

“I wish I could share it.” He pulled away and stood up abruptly. “You deserve answers, Ruby. You deserve to know who I am.”

“I deserve your love and that is all. The rest is not necessary.” She took his hand and he pulled her to her feet. “But I think you need answers, and if we haven’t found them here, then we’ll look elsewhere.”

“Like where? This is where I must have slept. If there are no clues here, then where will we find them?” Magnus turned his back on his treasure and walked back toward the narrow entrance, with Ruby’s hand still firmly in his.

“We have a couple of choices. First, we go through the records in Bear Creek and look for a clue. Second, we visit my sister’s relatives. Tiberius, her father-in-law, has some knowledge of the spell.” She forced herself to sound upbeat and confident.

Magnus didn’t need to hear her doubts. She’d been convinced they would find the answer here. That would have been the easiest way. And she liked easy. Ruby’s hope that finding his treasure within the cave where he slept would jog his memory and make him remember was dashed. But she would stand by his side and work through every possible way he might regain his memories.

“Wait, what’s that?” Ruby looked down at something wedged beneath two sharp stones that jutted up from the cave floor. She bent down and picked it up. “Shine the flashlight on it.”

Magnus aimed the light at her fingers. “What is it?”

“A scale.” She looked closer. “A dragon scale.”

His eyes widened, and he took it from her, holding it carefully between his finger and thumb. “Do you think it’s one of mine?”

“I think it belongs to whoever this treasure belongs to. No other dragon would be in here.” She pointed at the entrance. “Perhaps this is where you shifted back to human form.”

“I don’t remember any of it if I did.” Magnus frowned. “But it’s a clue.”

“It’s a good clue. When we get outside we can have a good look at it. I can’t see the color properly in this light. It looks turquoise.” She took a steadying breath to control her excitement. They might not have found his memories, but if they had found a part of the dragon, it might be enough for Tiberius to work out a spell that could link the human and the dragon side. It was a long shot, but Ruby was ready to grab hold of any hope and hang on for dear life.

Magnus closed his hand around it and held it in his fist as they exited the cave. Outside, Fara waited with a hopeful, expectant expression on her face. Ruby shook her head slightly to let Fara know Magnus hadn’t regained his memories. “We found a scale.”

“A scale.” Fara didn’t sound impressed. “What about the treasure?”

“Oh, we found that, too.” Ruby showed her a gold coin.

“It’s like the one in Magnus’s pocket. And there’s more of them?” Fara asked as she took the gold coin from Ruby. “Aren’t you supposed to use your teeth to check if it’s real?”

“A dragon knows gold when she smells it,” Ruby assured her. “Why not go inside with Magnus and let him show it to you?”

Fara handed the gold coin back to her. “I’ll take your word for it. A wolf has no need for treasure, not when she has the mountains around her, a roof over her head and good friends around the hearth.”

“That sounds like an ideal world,” Magnus agreed. Then he looked over his shoulder at the cave mouth. “Yet to me, the treasure is like an old friend.”

“Can you hear it singing?” Ruby asked.

His face saddened. “Alas, no, I cannot.”

“You will. One day, you will.” She took the scale from him. “This is what interests me.” She held it up to the light. “It’s a beautiful color, look how the light shines off it. It’s gorgeous.”

“Maybe one day you will see me in all my glory.” Magnus didn’t sound convinced.

“Oh, I will. A dragon always gets her way.”

“Right now, this wolf wants her way,” Fara told them. “I’m freezing cold. I’m going to shift.”

Without waiting for an answer, she shimmered into her wolf and set off down the mountain trail, retracing their steps.

“Are you ready to go?” Ruby asked, sensing his reluctance to leave.

“For now.” He looked around. “I wish I could hide the entrance.”

“Don’t worry, hardly anyone comes up here. Not to this altitude. The treasure has been there for hundreds of years, it’s not going anywhere for the next few days.”

“And what then?” Magnus asked as they walked along the narrow ledge.

“Then you can enlist the help of my family to bring it down off the mountain or leave it here. The choice is yours. But give yourself some time.” Ruby took hold of his arm and turned him toward her. “Everything will be okay.”

He looked down at her, then kissed her lips lightly. “I should be looking after you and showering you with gifts. Instead, I’m lost in this world. Nothing makes sense. Not my memories, not the contraptions that litter your world, most of which I don’t understand.”

“You’ll learn.” She stood on tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. “And really, the only thing you need to remember is how to love. What’s in your heart is more important than any amount of treasure.” Her brows pulled together. “Did I really say that?”

Her dragon turned away, totally disowning her.


Chapter Ten – Magnus

Did he want to remember? Would he rather stay forgotten?

Those were the questions he posed to himself as they walked along the trail, following behind Fara’s wolf, who seemed more than eager to get down out of the snow and bitterly cold wind that whipped at their heels, chasing them down off the mountain.

He took in a breath of the thin air. Ruby was right, only the most hardened hikers or climbers would come this way. His treasure was safe.

If it was his treasure.

He groaned inwardly and mentally beat his head with his hands, as if he could force the memories from their hiding place. But they were elusive, soft breaths against his mind, there, but not there.

“This is where we started the climb. I can shift into my dragon and fly home,” Ruby told him as they reached the place where the trail widened. Fara’s wolf stood waiting, looking longingly down the trail, before turning her wise eyes on Ruby. “We could walk further down if you prefer.”

The wolf didn’t wait to be asked again and trotted off along the trail. Magnus chuckled, Fara was a strange one. “I guess you got your answer.”

Ruby smiled wryly. “I knew the answer before I asked the question.”

“Given the choice, she’d walk all the way, wouldn’t she?” He slowed his pace and they walked side by side along the trail. It was wide enough for two, as long as they kept close together, and she had no argument with Magnus being as close as he liked.

“She would.” Ruby glanced sideways at him. “She’ll miss you when you leave.”

He tore his gaze from the wolf and focused on Ruby. “I’ll miss her. I’m assuming this means we will live together, at some point in the future.”

“At some point soon,” she corrected him. “And living in Wolf Valley with Fara is not an option.”

“I know.” He took a deep breath again and looked around, recalling the journey down off the mountain with Fara. “She’s a link to who I am. I don’t remember anything from before I met her. Why do you think that is?” He looked down at the ground and stopped, his feet planted hip-width apart.

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. He couldn’t expect Ruby to have all the answers, but he sure wished someone had just one answer.

“It’s like I walked through an invisible wall.” He dragged his foot along the snow, making an indent. “It’s as if when I was on this side, I was one person.” He stepped forward. “But on this side, I forgot it all and became another person.”

“You might not have remembered a thing when you woke up,” Ruby reminded him. “And it took until you got to here for your brain to start functioning again, which is why you remember Fara.”

His lifted his head and looked at the walls of rock around him and wanted to yell at the mountain. To ask it what it had seen that day. After all, the mountain had witnessed everything. The before, and the after. These rocks and stones had cradled a dragon as it slept, while the world below moved forward.

“Why was I asleep?” He drew the pendant from his pocket. “And who does this belong to?”

Ruby reached for his hand. “Why don’t we try Nadine’s idea?”

“You want me to paint?” he asked as she dragged him forward down the trail.

“Yes, it might relax your brain and allow your memories to come back. I’ve heard that stress can affect us in many ways. And waking up from a long sleep and stumbling out into the cold is about a stressful as it gets.”

“Unless it’s even more stressful for me to remember.”

She stopped in front of him and turned to face him. “Stop. Stop it now. You’re running around and around in your head like a headless chicken. Shove those thoughts to one side and enjoy the scenery. Think of the small things. Maybe that way the big things might take care of themselves.”

His mate made sense. “I will try.”

“Good.”

“And to distract me, you can tell me about yourself.”

She huffed at that, her hot breath a cloud of vapor as they dropped down into a rocky section of the trail. Fara, nimble in her wolf form, was fifty feet away, clambering over rocks and boulders with ease.

“There’s not a lot to tell. I have a sister, called Sapphi. Our mom died, and then a couple of years ago our dad did, too. Our mom was a dragon shifter, which is who we inherited the shifter gene from. We were lucky enough to be taken in and adopted by Fiona and Harlan, who are also dragon shifters. They have a son, Harlan Jr.”

“You love them very much.” She was right, talking about something else did help. The tension in his shoulders dissipated and he noticed small things about his surroundings, from the way the sun glistened on the snow, making it look like diamonds, to the way Ruby’s smile filled with love as she spoke about her family.

“I do. I can’t wait for them to meet you.” She stopped, they were near the end of the trail. “Unless you want to walk all the way down, I’m going to need to shift soon.” She pointed toward the hidden valley to their right. “I have to fly through there, any other way is too exposed.”

“Fara!” Magnus called out to the wolf. The wolf turned and studied him. “Time to fly.”

Reluctantly, the wolf came back toward them and with a resigned sigh, shifted back into human form. “I could walk.”

“You could. But then we’d have to walk with you,” Ruby told her.

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Fara protested. “I’ve spent my life on these mountains.”

“We know you can take care of yourself, but since we drove up in your truck, we’re stuck unless you come with us.” Ruby smiled sweetly.

“Okay,” Fara grumbled.

Ruby moved away from them, preparing to shift. The trail had opened out onto a wide ledge. Here, there was plenty of room for the dragon, and for the two passengers to climb on. Then she lifted off the ground and began the journey home. Ruby followed the same flight path, keeping low in the hope of avoiding being seen.

It was late evening, and the sun descended across the sky toward the mountain. Soon it would slide down behind the highest peak and cast this side of the mountain in deep shadow. Magnus had watched the sun on its journey across the sky every evening since he’d woken. He and Fara would sit side by side on her porch, leaning back on the wooden bench Sol had made for her.

The pride in her voice when she spoke about Sol and how he’d changed and grown into a fine young man had intrigued Magnus. The old woman might show the world a hardened exterior, but she cared deeply about the people around her.

When he moved the treasure down from the mountain, he would give a portion to Fara, so she never had to worry about money again. It was the least he could do to say thank you for everything she’d done for him.

Did that prove he was a good man?

Would an evil dragon part with any of his treasure?

He had no answer for that question. Instead, he ignored his thoughts and enjoyed the sensation of flight. Ruby’s dragon was no less magnificent as they glided down the mountain. She instinctively followed the air currents, letting thermals lift her, then angling the tips of her wings and breaking free to catch another one, always heading for the place they had left the truck. 

A half an hour later, they were entering the clearing where their journey began. Ruby landed on the pine needle carpet that littered the forest floor and Magnus dismounted before helping Fara down. Once they were both on the ground and a safe distance away, Ruby shifted.

“I’m starving.” Her stomach gurgled in response. “All that flying works up an appetite.”

“Well, I can cook when we get back, or you can eat the rations we packed.” Fara stood, hands on hips, looking around the clearing. “I don’t care either way.”

“Let’s get back, I need to call my parents and let them know I’m alive.” Ruby cast a glance his way. “Are you okay? You look kinda thoughtful.”

“I’m okay.” That word still felt strange on his tongue. But he was beginning to pick up the subtle changes in language that had occurred over the centuries he’d been asleep. Magnus shuddered. The thought of being asleep in a cave for hundreds of years took some getting used to.

“Come on.” Ruby slapped Magnus on the shoulder. “You look as if you need a good, hot meal.”

“You sound like his mother,” Ruby commented.

“Well, until he remembers stuff, I’m okay with that.” Fara inserted her thumbs beneath the straps of her pack. “I carried all this gear for nothing.”

“It’s always good to be prepared,” Ruby said. “If we’d gotten stuck, or needed to climb around that landslide, we’d have needed it.”

Magnus turned around and stared back at the distant peak where they’d found the treasure. What if there was something beyond that landslide? He shook his head, he hadn’t found the answers he needed in the mountain and he needed to get over it. Ruby had other ideas of how he might get his memories back and he needed to trust in her.

“Food sounds good. Do you have any steaks?” Magnus asked.

“I have some chicken. If you want to eat steak every day you are gonna have to give me some of that treasure of yours,” Fara joked.

“I’m a growing man.” He flexed his arms, showing off his biceps.

“Yeah, if you keep growing you’re gonna need new clothes, too. The men I know are wolves, they are not built the same way as you.” Fara set off toward the truck, setting a good pace.

“Your stomach telling you it needs food, too?” Ruby asked as she fell in step with Fara.

“It sure is.” Fara reached into her pack and pulled out an energy bar and tore off the wrapper. “I’ll have to chew cardboard instead.”

“They aren’t that bad,” Ruby replied.

Fara offered her a bite. “Try it for yourself.”

Ruby took a bite, and chewed for a while, before swallowing. “Okay, you win. It is like cardboard.”

“Told ya. But if it’s that or starvation, I guess I’ll eat them. If you want one, help yourself.” Fara stopped while Ruby took out two bars and handed one to Magnus.

“Here, keep your strength up,” Ruby handed him a bar, and he looked at it suspiciously. “It’s not poison.”

“I am still getting used to food that comes pre-wrapped.” He tore the foil wrapper from it, and eyed it with disdain, before sniffing it. “Are you sure it’s edible?”

“Absolutely,” Ruby said.

“Only in emergencies,” Fara added, wrinkling her nose.

He took a bite, it was dry in his mouth and tasted sweet, a hint of strawberry perhaps. But not like the strawberries he used to eat as a child. His mother used to grow them in the backyard of the little house they lived in by the side of a stream. It was a simple life, but his mom did her best to raise him and his sister since their father had been slain in battle just after his sister was born.

The energy bar dropped out of his hand and he fell to his knees as he tried to hold onto the memory of his mother and sister. He wanted to expand them, and see their faces, instead of just the plump fruit, ripe and red in his fingers. He could remember the taste, sweet, like summer in one bite.

“Magnus.” Ruby placed a hand on his shoulder and his head jerked up. “Magnus, what’s wrong?”

“I remembered strawberries.” He gazed up at her like a child, all wide-eyed and innocent. “I remembered my mom. And my sister.”

Ruby dropped down to her knees in front of him and then pulled him into her arms as tears cascaded down his cheeks. He wiped them away, grown men didn’t cry, but in that moment he wasn’t a grown man, he was a child of seven, sitting on the grass at the height of summer, surrounded by the two most important people in his world.

Then he came back to reality. Surrounded by the two most important people in his world. The same, but different, separated by centuries, only the two women with him now were not his blood relatives. They were gone. Long since dead perhaps. No wonder he had chosen to sleep, to forget.

“Magnus, honey, you have to get up.” Ruby’s voice was distant, as if calling to him through time and space. She tapped his cheek, and he brought his eyes back into focus.

“I’m okay. It hit me hard. Like a blow to the head.” She stood up and then pulled him to his feet. Was this why he’d gone into a deep sleep, to avoid the pain of loss? It seemed a coward’s way out.

“Maybe I could stretch to a couple of steaks,” Fara said gently. She was looking at him with concern.

“Do I look that bad?” he asked, running a hand over his clammy face. His stomach lurched, the shock of his memory disorientating him, leaving him with the sensation of falling from the sky.

“You’ve looked better,” Ruby told him kindly.

“You’ve looked worse, too. On the day I found you, you were paler. Food soon returned the color to your cheeks, so let’s get going.” Fara’s voice was firm, but laced with concern. Which worried him more.

Dragging a foot under him, he pushed himself up to a standing position, thankful his legs supported his weight. He was a man, strong, not a sniveling child that cowered on the ground in front of women.

Ruby stood up, masking her concern. “Right, I think we’ve all had enough adventure for one day.”

“Really? You seem the adventurous type,” he told her evenly, forcing a smile on his face.

“I don’t mind adventure. But I also know when to quit for the day and that is now. We go back to Fara’s house, and you rest.”

“You sound like my…” He was going to say mother. The memory of her was there, just under the surface, if only he could scratch away the layers he might find her. And his sister. He had a sister.

Magnus thought of the love Ruby felt for her family. He’d experienced that same love. Now it was gone and the loss hit him in the solar plexus, but he breathed deeply and let it go. The truth was close, he could feel it, but he would only discover it if he trusted his inner strength.

Time to use it. He was ready to let his memories back in. He wouldn’t shy away from who he was. Good or bad, he wanted to remember his family.

In remembering his past, he would free himself to live in the present with his mate.


Chapter Eleven – Ruby

The ride back in Fara’s truck didn’t seem so bad. Or maybe it was because she had other things on her mind. Staring out the window, she gazed unseeing at the tall pine trees and distant views of Bear Creek. Meeting Magnus had turned her life upside down. She had always dealt with reality, no matter how difficult. Even in the aftermath of losing her mom and dad, never once had she lost sight of reality, never once had she figured it would be better to hide away from the sadness and grief.

Was that why Magnus was asleep in that cave? Had he chosen to hide from pain and sorrow?

We do not know his past. We are as much in the dark as he is, her dragon told her. There may be many reasons he was asleep.

But who would choose that? Ruby asked.

Someone with a broken heart. Her dragon was right, of course. Ruby could not judge him until she knew the truth. Her dragon chuckled.

What? Ruby asked sharply.

Judging is one of your character traits. Her dragon blew smoke out of her nostrils as she laughed.

Ruby didn’t respond, her dragon was right, she often jumped to conclusions. With a sigh, she turned her attention to Magnus. “Rest tonight, and tomorrow we can go into Bear Creek and look through any old records that date from the period Fiona remembers.”

“Good idea,” he answered on autopilot.

“Magnus, is there anything else you remember? Anything at all?” Ruby asked. “You don’t have to hide or hold back from me.”

“I know.” He half turned, gazing at her with soft eyes that crackled with flecks of gold. “But there is nothing. I don’t even recall their faces. Just a sense of them being there.”

“Names? Any names at all?” Ruby asked.

He shook his head. “Only the taste of the strawberry, the warm grass beneath me, and the sound of water. A stream perhaps.”

“Or a creek. What if it was Bear Creek?” Ruby asked excitedly. “There are houses built next to the water.”

His eyes opened wider. “Perhaps we could explore the area together.”

She smiled, a sense of relief sweeping over her. “Yes. I’d like that a lot.”

Fara turned onto the dirt track leading to her farmhouse and stopped next to Ruby’s car. “Time to eat.”

“Not for me,” Ruby replied, not sure if she actually had been invited. “I need to call my parents and then get home.”

“I thought you would stay,” Magnus said, his disappointment obvious.

“It’s getting late and I want to go and pick my mom’s brains before she goes to bed. She’s working tomorrow, so this is the only chance I have before we go to town.” She jumped out of the truck, her boots scrunching on the gravel.

“Then I will see you tomorrow.” Magnus watched as Fara walked toward the house.

“I’ll get those steaks on,” she called over her shoulder.

“She is being tactful and giving us privacy.”

Ruby placed her hand on his cheek. “I know.” Standing on tiptoe, she kissed him on the lips.

“I need more than that.” His arm snaked around her waist and he pulled her close, his hard chest crushing her breasts. She gasped and wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on tight as he swept her away. Their lips locked in a kiss she wished would never end, his tongue tasted her, probed her mouth, searching out her secrets and desires. She would tell him them all if he promised to never let her go.

New sensations flooded her body. Want. Desire. Not like when she wanted a candy bar. This was deeper, stretching deep inside her, and then permeating her soul. If he asked her to stay, she would. If he asked her to fly away with him to anywhere in the world, and forget about everything else in her life, she would have to say yes.

Fiona. Ruby pulled away from him, breaking their kiss. “I really have to go.” She fought the need to stay. Battle her own self as she clung to him. But this was important, they could live wrapped up in themselves. Magnus needed answers, more so than ever. The memory he glimpsed would haunt him forever if they never found the truth of what happened to his mom and sister.

“Thank you.” She’d expected him to beg her to stay. “For everything you’ve done for me.”

“You don’t have to thank me. We’re a team.” Ruby unlocked her car and took a step away from him.

“A team. I like that.” He cracked a smile, looking more relaxed. “Is Fara on our team, too?”

Ruby grinned. “One of our teams. Not the other.”

“Which other?” he asked seductively, taking a step closer to her, his eyes crackling with life. Magnus might have been asleep for years, but he was awake now, and he had an incredible effect on her. It was as if she was about to burst into life. Damn, if she wasn’t careful, she’d be shouting out to everyone she met how amazing it was to have a mate.

“You know which other.” She ducked her head, dragging herself away from his gaze. If she didn’t stay strong, he would reel her in and she would never get away again.

We don’t want to get away, her dragon reminded her.

“Tell me.” He moved quickly and sandwiched her between his hard body and the warm metal of her car door.

“Mates. You and me. That’s all there is on that particular team.” His very presence forced her to look up into his eyes. As she stared at them, only flicking away momentarily to look at his lips, she was aware something had changed in him. It was as if the memory had triggered an awakening in him. Primal. His need for her was evident. As she looked into his eyes, she sensed the dragon simmering beneath his skin, waiting to break free.

And what then? What if he shifted and forgot his human side? What if the man and beast were separate, their connection lost? Ruby dragged her eyes from his and looked up at the mountain in the distance. What if the two had become physically separated? Was that even possible?

Ruby placed her hands on his chest and applied a light pressure. “I really do have to go.”

He kissed her cheek and reached behind her to open the car door. “Drive carefully in your mechanical beast.”

It was gone, the creature she’d seen beneath his skin, replaced once more by the man she’d met this morning. “I will. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“I do not have one of those jail phones.” He lifted his hand to his ear and shook his head.

“Cell.” She smothered a laugh. “Cell phone.”

He frowned and raised an eyebrow. “Jail. Cell. I will conquer this new language.”

“Yes, you will.” She hid the smile from her lips. “Does Fara have a phone?”

Magnus shook his head. “She says they fry your brain.” His brow creased once more. “I do not understand why.”

“I will explain it to you another time. Does she have a landline?” Ruby waited for him to frown once more. Instead, he looked down at the ground under his feet. “I know of ley lines.”

“Listen, somehow, I will speak to you tomorrow. If I can’t get hold of you, I’ll drive over and pick you up. Although I have a couple of chores I need to do tomorrow morning.” She slid into the car. “I was supposed to do them today.”

“Will you be in trouble?” he asked, shutting the door closed as she rolled down the window.

“No. Especially when I tell them I’ve met my mate.” She leaned out of the window, grabbed hold of his shirt and pulled him down to her level. “One more kiss before I go.” He kissed her lips, nipping her bottom lip as he pulled away from her.

“Sweet dreams, Ruby.” He stood up and watched her drive away. As she turned left onto the road taking her back toward Wolf Creek, she looked in the rearview mirror. He was still there, staring after her, and she had to grip the steering wheel tightly with both hands and force herself to keep on driving, instead of turning around and running straight back to his arms.

As she drove, she used her hands-free to call home. “Hi, it’s me.”

“And where has me been all day?” Fiona’s voice asked accusingly down the phone.

“I’ve been in the mountains,” she admitted, knowing the insinuation in Fiona’s voice encompassed the question, why couldn’t you pick up the phone and tell us you are okay?

“And there I was, worried you were in the bottom of a ditch or something worse.” Fiona rarely went for melodrama, but tonight was an exception.

“I’m sorry,” Ruby said simply. “I’m on my way home now. Will you wait up...please?”

“Is everything okay?” Fiona’s tone immediately changed.

“Yes. And no.” Her voice wavered as the shock of the day hit her. “Yes. Can I explain when I get there?”

“Of course,” Fiona’s worried voice answered. “Have you eaten?”

“No. Not really.”

“I’ll fix you some soup and Harlan made some fresh bread. Where are you?”

The night was gathering around her, but she recognized the road. “I’m on the outskirts of Wolf Valley. I’ll be twenty minutes.”

“Wolf Valley.” Fiona huffed. “If you have any trouble, I’ll be there in a flesh.”

“I am a dragon, too, you know.” Ruby smiled. She was sure Fiona often saw Sapphi and Ruby as helpless children, but then there was such an age gap between Fiona and the girls. The older dragon had seen so much, and not all of it good.

“Wolf Valley used to be a den of thieves and brigands,” Fiona told her in disgust.

“I met the sheriff today, she seems to have it all under control.” Ruby drove along the road that bypassed the town. No point taking chances.

“Yes, I heard there was a new alpha in town. But I rarely go there.” Fiona clattered around in the kitchen, and Ruby couldn’t wait to get home. She was weary, and confused, and wanted her mom. “I’ll hang up now, I’ll see you in fifteen.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Ruby paused. “And Mom. I love you.”

A pan clattered on the other end of the line. “I love you, too, Ruby. I’ll be here. Waiting.”

Ruby ended the call and blinked away the tears that threatened. What was wrong with her? This should be the happiest day of her life. Instead, confusion filled her head. And love. And longing.

She wished she could click her fingers and make it all better. Magnus’s happiness was the most important thing to her right now. Yes, she was wrapped up in that happiness, but it could never be complete unless he regained his memories.

Driving home through the country roads that meandered around the base of the mountain, she let her mind wander and think of what could be. What might be, if Magnus was a dragon shifter. They would be free to travel the world together and experience different countries and cultures. Visit places he had lived before he went to sleep. How amazing would that be?

Ruby clung to that thought as she turned toward Bear Creek and headed toward home. Sure enough, Fiona was waiting for her on the porch, her concern masked, but Ruby knew her well enough to read her body language. “I’ve warmed the soup.”

“Thanks.” Ruby got out of the car, drained from the day. Not physically, but emotionally. It was as if someone had ripped her guts out and put them back in upside down.

Nice, her dragon commented.

Ruby didn’t have the energy to respond. She locked the car and walked toward Fiona, mounting the steps and crossing the porch, her legs like leaden weights. “You look terrible.”

Now she knew how Magnus felt. “I’m just tired, and hungry.”

She stood in front of Fiona, who opened her arms and Ruby fell into them. “You can tell me all about it while you eat.” Fiona placed a hand on Ruby’s head and smoothed her hair, while she held her tight against her with her other hand. Ruby wrapped her arms around Fiona and held onto her, absorbing the comfort offered by her adoptive mom.

Only when Ruby sighed and pulled back did she let her go. “Thanks, I needed that.”

“I remember when you first came to live with us. I thought we would never have a real mother-daughter relationship,” Fiona confessed. She stroked Ruby’s face. “I’m so happy you need me.”

A smile tugged at the corners of Ruby’s mouth. “I always needed you, I was afraid to admit it, that’s all. After Mom died, and then Dad...”

Fiona took her hand and they went into the house. “Is this about the man with no memory?”

“Yes.” Ruby sat down at the kitchen table and Fiona placed a bowl of warm soup and a hunk of bread in front of her. “Thanks.” It smelled delicious and she picked up the spoon and ate before she carried on. With all the patience afforded by her long years, Fiona sat and waited.

After emptying her bowl of soup, tomato with just the right amount of herbs to flavor it, Ruby used another piece of bread to wipe the bowl clean. “Do you want to lick it, too?” Fiona asked.

“Saves washing the dishes.” Ruby set her bowl down on the table. “Is there any apple cake?”

“Harlan made some, but I don’t know if it’s as good as Sapphi’s. Don’t tell him I said that.” Fiona got up, poured two coffees and cut a thick piece of apple cake. As she placed them down on the table, she asked, “Are you going to tell me about your day?”

Ruby sighed, she could almost believe none of it had happened, except for the longing in her heart to be with Magnus. “I met my mate.”

Fiona nearly sprayed her coffee across the table. “And when were you going to tell me?”

“I’m telling you now.” Ruby ate a piece of cake while she waited for Fiona to calm down. “He is the man who lost his memory.”

“The man found wandering around in the mountains?” Fiona didn’t sound impressed. “Magnus Dumas.”

“Yes.” Ruby looked down at her cake, her appetite gone. “I met him, and we went into the mountains.”

“You went into the mountain alone with a strange man who doesn’t know who he is?” Fiona asked incredulously. “What have I told you about strangers?”

“Mom, I’m not twelve.”

“I don’t care how old you are.” She took a sip of her coffee and composed herself. “I’m sorry. I know you can look after yourself. But I also know there are bad people in this world.”

“You’ll be pleased to know, I didn’t go alone.” Ruby clasped her hands together, putting her thoughts into some kind of order. “He was found by a woman named Fara.” Ruby knew better than to call Fara old, since she was close to Fiona’s age. And Fiona was very tetchy about her age.

“And she went into the mountains with you? Why?”

“We wanted to retrace his steps and see if anything jogged his memory. “

“You hiked all the way into the mountains. The article said he’d been found... You flew?” Steam came out of Fiona’s ears.

“Yes.”

“You told him you are a dragon shifter? You told this Fara you are a dragon shifter?” Fiona’s eyes blazed.

“Yes. But before you get all worked up, remember, he is my mate, and I trust him. And he trusts Fara. She’s a little quirky, but I trust her, too.”

Fiona placed her hand flat on the table. “Just tell me if this trip into the mountains was worth it.”

“It was,” Ruby told her firmly. “He didn’t get his memories back. Not all of them at least, but we found the cave where he’d been asleep, and we found his treasure.”

Fiona looked partly mollified about that piece of information. “Treasure. So, he is a dragon?”

“We still don’t know. He’s worried he was asleep in the cave because of another reason. But he knows I’m his mate, he feels the connection, so it has to be true.” Her words rushed out of her mouth. “Doesn’t it?”

“I can’t answer that,” Fiona said sadly. “But you said he remembered something.”

“Yes, when we left the mountain, he ate an energy bar and he had a flashback. He said he had a sister and he remembered his mom. Not their faces, but their presence.” Ruby leaned forward and asked, “Do you remember anything else about Magnus Dumas? Any clue that might help him remember more?”

Fiona shook her head. “No. All I remember is he was an artist. There was an exhibit in Bear Creek.”

“Here in Bear Creek?” Ruby asked.

“Yes, I was passing through. I hadn’t settled here. In those days I kept moving. I’d made my fortune, had my treasure hoard stashed away and living was cheap. There were no street lights in those days, so I could comfortably move around at night without the fear of being seen.” She smiled to herself. “I spent a summer here, exploring the mountains, before moving north.”

“Did you actually meet Magnus?” Ruby asked, enthralled by talk of Fiona’s past.

“No. Art wasn’t my thing.” Fiona drank her coffee and then got up. “We need our beds. If I remember anything else, I’ll tell you. But if you want answers you should go into town. Visit the library or the museum. There may be records relating to the time. There might even be a picture of your mate.”

“That’s the plan for tomorrow.” Ruby stood up. “I could sleep for a week.”

“Really? When I met Harlan, I didn’t think I’d ever sleep again, my head was so filled with thoughts of him.” Fiona placed the cups in the sink and turned to face Ruby. “I’m sorry it’s not been straightforward for you.”

Ruby shrugged. “When is life ever straightforward? You’d think I’d be used to it by now.” She went to Fiona and hugged her close. “Thank you. I’m so happy you have Harlan. It must have been a lonely life all those years alone.” Fiona had told them how she’d lived in hiding for centuries, immersing herself in human life, while believing she was the last dragon.

“I’m happier than I’ve ever been before,” she confessed. “Especially now that my two daughters have their mates.” She enveloped Ruby in her arms. “It will work out okay.”

“I know. It’s not as if I’m out of ideas. If we can’t find answers here, I plan to take Magnus to see Tiberius. He might have some ideas.”

“Whatever any of us can do to help. You know that.” Fiona looked at Ruby. “I’m incredibly proud of you, Ruby. And your sister.”

“I know.” Ruby gave her mom a cheeky smile. “Good night and thanks for waiting up.”

“I’m always here for you. Night or day.” Fiona watched her daughter leave the kitchen. Ruby felt like a child under the watchful eye of an ancient creature, who had seen everything the world had to offer and still found the greatest joy in her own family.


Chapter Twelve – Magnus

“How did you sleep?” Fara asked Magnus the next morning as he came downstairs. His head was fuzzy from a restless night. Their trip into the mountains appeared to have upset his equilibrium. Magnus anticipated feeling worse before things got better. He teetered on a precipice and even Ruby could not pull him back to safety. He had to push through the barrier in his mind and embrace his memories, good or bad.

“Great,” he lied, not wanting to discuss it until he’d drunk a cup or two of Fara’s black coffee. 

Fara saw straight through him and like a dog with a bone, was not about to let go. “Any more memories, or did the ghosts from the past keep you awake?” 

She poured a cup of strong black coffee and set it down in front of him. Her wake-me-up juice, she called it, and it earned its name. The dark, bitter liquid hit his brain within seconds, firing up his nerve endings until he buzzed like a bee. However, it robbed him further of his usual inner peace and his nerves jangled as Fara set a plate of eggs and bacon down in front of him.

“Thanks.” He picked up a fork and began to eat, taking a few minutes to compose his thoughts. Fara deserved an answer even if it would not be satisfactory. “No more memories. But yes, the ghosts did haunt me. I kept being back on the river bank. No matter how I tried, I could not look up and see their faces.” He sighed and shoveled more food into his mouth. “This is good, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She looked up, her wolf hearing so much better than his human ears. “Sol’s here.” She left Magnus and strode to the front door, her footsteps echoing on the wooden porch then growing fainter as she walked down the steps and across the front yard. “Hi there.” Her upbeat greeting drifted in through the open doors.

“Morning, Fara,” Sol’s deep voice greeted her before a silent pause and Magnus imagined them hugging. “You still got your guest.”

“I do. Come inside, there’s eggs and bacon. And I’m sure I can find you something, Custard.” A dog barked happily and then footsteps sounded on the porch. “This is Magnus. Magnus, this is Sol.”

Hi, Sol.” Magnus waved at the young man in the doorway, then his eyes dropped to the yellow Lab by his side. “Hi there, fella.”

“So, he knows what a dog is,” Sol remarked.

“Course he does. A dog is a dog no matter when you were awake last,” Fara said easily as she heaped eggs and bacon on a plate and set it down on the table. “Eat.” She took another plate and scraped more food onto it before setting it down in front of Custard. “Good dog. Then you can go out in the yard and play with your momma.”

Happy that everyone was fed, Fara sat down at the head of the table and drank another cup of coffee. She watched the two men eat, looking like a mother hen. It struck Magnus as sad she’d never met her mate or had children of her own. The same fate might have befallen Ruby if he hadn’t been asleep in that cave and she hadn’t flown by and woken him. Maybe fate did have a hand in all this. He was exactly where he was supposed to be.

Neither man spoke as they ate. The food was good, and the weather was fine. This was a good day, and hope sprung up in his heart. The simple pleasures of life were there for him to enjoy, no matter who he was.

“What are you planning to do with him?” Sol asked once he’d cleared his plate.

Magnus gave a lopsided smile as Fara winked at him and then grew serious. “I thought I might sell him at the market.”

Sol’s expression darkened. “Are you making fun of me?”

“When have I ever done that?” Fara asked in all seriousness. “But I guess I should keep him since he is not all there.”

“Like me?” Sol asked.

“No, Sol, not like you. People were cruel when they said you were not all there in the head. Magnus is different, he’s not all there in his body. His other side is missing,” Fara explained slowly.

“You can’t shift? Like Kurt couldn’t shift? Before we knew him.” Sol sounded serious as he studied Magnus, pity in his eyes. “I don’t know what I’d do without my wolf.”

“Me, neither,” Fara agreed. “But what can you do when you can’t shift?” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “There has to be an answer, I’m sure of it. All this talk of ancient spells doesn’t sound good. But we can crack this mystery wide open and get you back to full health.”

Fara made it sound like an affliction, or a disease they could find a cure for. She might be on to something. Disease spread rapidly and struck people down in their beds, taking whole families. Was it possible he’d contracted a shifter disease? If so, could he pass it on?

“You think I’m sick?” Magnus asked Fara.

She studied him for a moment. “You look healthier than most people I know. If you have a sickness, it’s not with your body, but your brain.” Fara tapped her skull. “I don’t know, Magnus. I really don’t. But that woman of yours will find the answers. She has that look about her.”

“Like Natalie?” Sol asked. “She don’t take no nonsense from anyone. Hey, if you were a wolf, she could command you to shift.”

Fara cackled. “She might be the town alpha, but she can’t make anyone do anything. Not really make them. But I sure would not go up against her.”

“I’ll remember that,” Magnus said as he finished his food. “That was good.”

Custard barked in agreement, then finished his food and disappeared out the door. A couple of minutes later, excited barking told them he’d found his mom in the backyard.

“Those dogs,” Fara said indulgently. “Old Yella likes to see her big baby.” She could be talking about herself. Sol was her big baby, even if she was not his mother. The devotion the two of them shared was evident when Fara got up to wash the dishes and Sol automatically cleared the table. “Thanks, son.”

“You need anything, Fara? I’m going to the store later.” Sol dried the dishes and stacked them neatly.

“Just your company.” Fara put the dishes away, looking around the kitchen with satisfaction. “All shipshape.”

“Is there anything you want help with around the farm?” Magnus asked as he got up and stretched. He was feeling better, no longer haunted by his dreams.

Fara switched her attention to Magnus. “I can take care of things today. I have enough firewood chopped for two winters. And Colin said he’d come over and mow my grass. He likes to feel useful. You spend some time with that lady of yours.”

“I have a couple of hours to kill if there’s anything you want me to do. Ruby’s coming over later to take me back to Bear Creek. She has some chores to catch up on first,” Magnus told them. “Then we’re going to the library and to the museum.”

“I love the museum,” Sol said. “They have bones and stuff in there. And pictures of what it was like here hundreds and thousands of years ago.” He brightened up. “I like the library, too. They have funny books there.”

Fara smiled indulgently. “Sol only learned to read and write a couple of years ago. He had learning difficulties. But thanks to his meds and a lot of hard work, he’s as bright as a spark.”

“I work over at the Peterson farm. I like the cows, and I learned to ride a horse,” Sol said proudly. “I also learned to drive. Want me to drive you to Bear Creek? You could help Ruby finish her chores. Fara likes it when people help her finish her chores lickety-split.”

“I’d like that. If Fara’s sure she doesn’t need me,” Magnus replied, hoping Sol hadn’t been taught to drive by Fara.

“No. I’d be glad to get you all out from under my feet. You two boys go on over to Bear Creek. I have a day of yard work ahead of me.”

“Are you sure you do not need me to stay here and help?” Magnus asked quickly. “I owe you more than a few hours’ work for all the food and lodgings.”

“Magnus, I ain’t never needed a man, and that ain’t gonna change now. You go on with Sol. I’m used to running this place alone, and honestly, I’d appreciate some alone time.” She ushered them out of the door.

“Oh,” Sol looked disappointed. “Does that mean you don’t want to come over for supper tonight? I’m cooking.”

“I’d love to,” Fara replied quickly. “I’ll have had enough of my own company by then.”

“Do you want to come too?” Sol asked Magnus.

“Thanks, Sol, but I’m not sure what I’m doing later.” In truth, Magnus wasn’t ready to meet any more people and he also hoped to spend the whole day with Ruby. They needed some alone time, too.

Fara read his mind. “Listen, the house is yours while I’m out. Bring that sparky mate of yours over if you want. Help yourself to anything you need. There’s cold beer in the fridge if you want it, too.”

“Thanks, Fara.” Magnus got up from the table and went to retrieve his shoes from the front porch as Sol and Fara spoke quietly together. He didn’t eavesdrop, but he could tell Sol’s voice held some concern which he was certain was directed at Magnus.

But a few minutes later, they met Magnus on the front porch where he was tying up his borrowed shoes and pulling on his borrowed plaid shirt. He looked up at Sol, who was eying the clothes with curiosity, and Magnus suddenly realized where they had been borrowed from. Some time he was going to have to liquidate some of his assets and get enough money to buy a new wardrobe and pay Fara for all the food he ate.

“I’ll see you boys later,” Fara said as they walked over to Sol’s truck.

“See you later.” Sol waved at her, and then opened the driver’s door and got in his truck. Magnus slid into the passenger seat next to him. “Custard. Here boy!” A yellow streak of fur came racing toward the truck and jumped in, climbing over Sol to sit between them.

“See you later, Fara,” Magnus called. Yella had joined Fara, the dog sitting next to her mistress, pressing her body against her leg as Fara tickled her ears affectionately.

“Take care, boys!” She waved as they drove off down the dirt track. Sol rolled down the window and gave her one last wave before he turned onto the road heading to town.

“Thanks for the ride, Sol,” Magnus said. It was important to him to make friends with Sol since he was such an important part of Fara’s life.

“No problem. Friends are always there for each other,” he said with a smile.

“Custard is a good dog.” Magnus stroked the big yellow lab who sat in the seat between them.

“He’s my best friend. Fara gave him to me, so I didn’t get lonely. Especially since my brother and sister found their mates. I always wanted a puppy when I was growing up.”

Magnus threaded his fingers through the dog’s fur and stroked him. Did he like dogs? Had he had a dog when he was a boy? So many questions.

“You’re lucky. And so is Custard.” Magnus stroked the dog as he looked out of the window at the scenery passing by. He hadn’t been further than Wolf Valley and was excited to see more of the mountains. He was also excited at the prospect of seeing Ruby. As long as they didn’t pass each other by on the road. She’d said she had chores to do, but what if she finished early and came to see him? Wait, he didn’t even know where she lived. “Do you know where we’re going?”

“Bear Creek,” Sol said evenly as he turned the truck carefully around a corner. He was a careful driver, and his mechanical beast did not make the same grinding noises as Fara’s.

“But where in Bear Creek?” Magnus asked.

Sol looked at him as he turned onto a road signposted to Bear Creek. “You don’t have an address?”

“No. I only met Ruby yesterday. She didn’t give me her address.” Disappointment rested on his shoulders, making him sag forward. He hadn’t realized how much he wanted to see Ruby again until the chance was taken from him.

“Is she your mate?” Sol asked.

“Yes. At least she says she’s my mate. I’m a little hazy on all that.” Magnus smiled apologetically. “That part of my memory is missing, too.”

“Can you feel her? Like when you’re around her, can you sense her there?” Sol kept driving toward the town of Bear Creek as they talked. Magnus figured if nothing else they could stop and ask someone if they knew where Ruby lived. Unless it was a common name.

Then a sense of her presence hit him in the stomach. “Turn right!”

Sol turned the steering wheel fast and they swerved onto a mountain road that climbed steadily upward. “Is this the way?” Sol asked excitedly.

“I think it is.” Magnus caught on to Sol’s excitement. “I just had this feeling in my stomach.”

Sol laughed, and Custard barked as he picked up on the mood of the two men. “You can feel her.” He slapped the steering wheel with his palm.

Magnus grinned widely, a shiver of anticipation threading through his body. “I think so.” He leaned forward, eager to see around each turn in the road.

Then Sol slammed on the brakes, nearly sending him into the solid dashboard. Magnus put his hands out to save himself, grateful for the harness around his waist and shoulder as he lifted his head to see why Sol had stopped.

A car sat in the road before them. Before Sol or Magnus had recovered, a woman emerged out of the car and slammed the door closed. “You drive like a maniac.”

Sol looked sheepishly at Magnus. “Are we in trouble?”

Magnus got out and approached the woman. She was elderly, not as old as Fara, and her skin was less wrinkled, less weather-worn. As he approached her, he inhaled and the faint taste of metal on his tongue reminded him of Ruby. “Are you Ruby’s mom?”

The woman took a step back and then leaned forward, sniffing the air around him. “Magnus Dumas?”

He cracked a smile. “Yes.” His eyes danced with amusement. “This is the right way.”

“You sensed her?” Sol called from the truck, not daring to get out.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “You really are Ruby’s mate?”

“I believe I am.” He said it with conviction, as if until this moment he had been unsure. “Sol offered to bring me over to Bear Creek, but then we realized we had no idea where Ruby lived.” His words came gushing out in a torrent. “Then I sensed her...”

“And you told this goon to drive up here like a madman?” she asked, her annoyance slipping and relief flooded her face before she covered it over with a stern mask.

“We were excited to see if I was right. I needed proof that I am her true mate,” Magnus offered as way of an explanation.

“I see. And now you’ve proved it.” She pressed her lips together, considering for a moment. “Well, just follow your nose.” She turned on her heel and walked back to the car. “You need to pull over, so I can get past. And drive slowly, there are children around here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sol said, relieved to have avoided a worse telling off.

Magnus got back in the truck and exchanged a grin with Sol. “Move over for her to pass and then we’ll keep going. But slowly.”

“Is she a dragon, too?” Sol asked, lowering his voice as if he might be overheard.

“I think she is. They have a distinct smell.” Magnus buckled up his seatbelt as Sol moved across the road and the other car slid past. He lifted his hand and waved, and the woman nodded. Looking closer, he tried to recognize her from his past, but if they had ever met, he had no memory of her. Not that she seemed to remember him either.

But there was hope. His senses were returning. He’d known where to find his mate. Perhaps he simply had to be patient and it would all come back to him.

“Still know the way?” Sol asked as they drove along the road, which snaked through trees, heading into the mountains.

“I think so. She’s closer.” Magnus tuned into his feelings, examining how his body appeared to have an inbuilt compass that guided him toward Ruby. “Take a right.”

Sol followed his directions and they drove up a narrow road. The trees grew thicker and his sense of Ruby’s presence grew stronger. She was close by. Very close by.

Then the trees thinned and the road opened out before the house came into view. She was here. Somewhere in the large timber house was his mate; the woman he was supposed to spend the rest of his life with. A warm and fuzzy sensation crept through his veins. It was one facet of his life he didn’t need to worry about anymore. He’d never be alone again and whatever he had to face, she would be there by his side.

“Are you going to get out?” Sol asked as he switched off the engine.

“What?” Magnus frowned and turned to face the young man. He grinned. Custard and Sol were both staring at him, and he realized he’d been daydreaming about Ruby for a couple of minutes. “Yeah.”

He got out of the truck and looked down at his clothes. He should be dressed in his best suit, with shoes polished until he could see his own reflection. Instead, he was about to approach his mate’s house in borrowed clothes that were a size too big for him and shoes that were worn and scuffed. Still, he was here, that had to mean something.

It did. He looked up and there she was waiting on the porch, her hand on the open door. “You came.”

“I couldn’t wait,” he admitted, rooted to the spot as he stared at her like an idiot. Ruby wore jeans and a buttoned-up shirt that emphasized her figure. He swallowed down his desire.

“You found me.” She looked pleased as she took a step forward.

“I could sense you.” He blinked, kick-starting his brain that had turned to romantic mush at the sight of her. Waving in the general direction of the truck, but not taking his eyes off her, he said, “This is Sol, he drove me.”

“Hi, Sol. Do you want to come in?” Ruby sounded bemused.

“Hi. Do you have coffee?” Sol asked, getting out of the truck with Custard at his heel. “And do you like dogs?”

“Yes, on both counts,” Ruby said easily, her eyes fixed on Magnus as he sauntered over to her, trying to look cool but feeling like a complete idiot.

“Morning.” His throat constricted as he spoke, and his mouth watered. He was grateful for Sol bringing him here but damn he wished they were alone, so he could pull Ruby into his arms and kiss her mouth, and the rest of her body.

“Morning.” Her eyes danced as she watched him. Could she read his mind or was she simply having the same kind of thoughts? His oversized pants were tight around the groin area. He knew exactly why. Those intimate parts of his memory were definitely intact. He knew how to please a woman. Then her attention switched to the dog who stood between them, his tongue hanging out as he looked for attention. “Hey there.”

Ruby stroked Custard, leaving Magnus wishing he was a dog. How he longed to feel her hands caressing his body. He really needed to get his mind out of the gutter. “We met your mom.” Yeah, Sol’s words did the trick to sober him up.

“You did?” Ruby asked quickly, looking concerned. “When, on the road?”

“She stopped, and we spoke briefly,” Magnus told her.

“She was mad because she thought we were driving too fast,” Sol filled in the details.

“You made my mom mad?” Ruby asked. “And lived to tell the story. I think you deserve coffee and maybe some cake.”

Sol’s face cracked open into a wide smile. “Yes, please.”

“Go in, you’ll find Harlan in the kitchen.” She stood out of the way and Sol and Custard walked past, heading inside the house. “As for you.” She put her finger on his chest and pushed him so his back was against the door. “Did you make a good first impression on my mom?”

He looked down at her, drowning in her eyes as she read the longing there. “I made an impression on her.” He ran his tongue along his lower lip, moistening it, ready to kiss her.

“You know she’s the most powerful dragon in Bear Creek.” Ruby tilted her head back and her eyes flicked to his lips.

“I’d still fight her for you.” His hand snaked around her waist and he pulled her close, their bodies pressed together. “I’d fight the fiercest creature in all the world for you.”


Chapter Thirteen – Ruby

Magnus held her so close he nearly cut off her breath. Or was that just the way he made her feel? Like the oxygen had been sucked out of her lungs. And the world had stopped spinning on its axis.

Then something brushed up against her, and a wet nose pressed against her thigh. Their kiss broke, and she stepped back. “Hello there, boy.” She stroked the dog’s head. “We should join the others.”

“Do we have to?” he asked with a soft smile playing across his lips. “I’d rather stay here with you.”

She stroked his cheek and kissed his lips before pulling back and taking hold of his hand. “Yes, we have a lot to do today. I called the library and we can go look through their records. The person I spoke to also told me there were old paintings stored in the museum, as well as the ones on display. There may be some of yours in among them.”

Magnus followed Ruby, watching her walk. She could feel the heat of his gaze penetrating her clothes and a fire ignited in her belly that only he could quench. She didn’t have to be a mind reader to know he’d rather take her upstairs to bed. And she would willingly go. But this was important. So instead, she guided him into the kitchen, where her dad was pouring coffee. “Hey, Dad.”

Harlan looked up. “Magnus. Welcome to the family.” Harlan approached Magnus and pulled him into a bear hug. “I used to be outnumbered, but now we’re just about even.”

Magnus arched an eyebrow and looked at Ruby for an answer as he returned her father’s hug.

“When we moved here, there were three women and one man. Now the family has grown, and including Alex’s mom, who is not here right now, we are even. Four males, four females.” She rolled her eyes as Harlan winked at her.

“Ahh, I see.” Harlan stepped back and looked Magnus up and down. “When you go to town, buy this man some clothes.”

“I intend to,” Ruby replied, eying her mate dubiously.

“They’re Sol’s clothes,” Magnus warned them.

“And they would look great on Sol, but you need to fill out.” She hooked her finger into the waistband of his jeans, which only stayed up because of the belt he wore. “Harlan, this man needs cake.”

“Coming up,” Harlan sat down next to Sol and sliced a generous portion of cake which he put on a plate and passed to Magnus. “Come on, sit down and eat, then you and Ruby can go into Bear Creek and do some investigative work.”

“I have to get to work,” Sol said. “I’d come with you if I didn’t have to get the cows in for Mr. Peterson.”

“Thanks for the offer, Sol. And for bringing Magnus over,” Ruby said as they ate. “How is Fara this morning?”

“She’s good. She enjoys feeding me, too,” Magnus said as he ate. “I want to give her some money. I know the farm doesn’t earn that much money and her food bill has gone up a lot since I moved in.”

“Is that money from your treasure?” Sol asked, and Magnus paused and studied Sol. “All dragons have treasure, don’t they? I read about them in a book. It had pictures of lots of dragons. What kind of dragon are you?”

Magnus let out his breath. Was he worried someone might be blabbing about his hoard and would go into the mountains and help themselves? Magnus’s treasure made the highest lottery pay-out ever look like pocket change. “I don’t know.” He skirted around the treasure question. “I can’t shift.”

“Oh, yeah. Can I have more cake, please?” Sol asked. “Don’t tell Fara or she won’t let me eat dessert this evening.”

“You certainly can. And your secret is safe with me.” Harlan cut more cake and then got up and left of the room. When he returned, he had an envelope in his hand. “Here, Magnus, give that to Fara.”

“No.” He put his hand up. “I can’t accept money from you.”

“Until you have everything settled, you can, and you will. We’re family. And I know you’re good for it.” Harlan placed the envelope down on the table. “Right, you kids should get moving.”

“I haven’t finished my chores,” Ruby said quickly. “I promised Mom I’d catch up with them.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll do them. Harlan Jr. is going over to Kim’s for the morning, so I have some free time.” He looked at his watch. “I need to get him ready.”

“What about tomorrow?” Ruby asked. “I was supposed to come into the office with you.” Harlan was in the process of training her to run his company. It was going to take a couple of years or more for him to fully hand over the day-to-day running, especially since he was adamant she started at the bottom and worked her way up. Filing severely tested her patience, but she figured this was Harlan’s way of testing her to check if she had the right aptitude.

“Let’s put our plans on hold until this is straightened out.” He nodded toward Magnus. “Finding your mate might make you change your outlook on life.” He looked at Ruby pointedly. He meant babies. Ruby’s heart sank. Was that her choice, a career or children?

Until she met Magnus her priorities were crystal clear, now those crystals were dusty and lackluster. The connection between her and Magnus made Ruby want all the things she swore she never would. After watching the change in Sapphi when her sister found her mate, Ruby had promised herself she would hold true to her dreams and have a fulfilling career. She wanted to be like her mom and have her cake and eat it. A happy family, a husband who supported her, and a job that gave her satisfaction.

But Harlan was right. She would never be able to concentrate on anything if her mate was unhappy. “Sure. But it’s a postponement and not a cancellation.”

“Agreed.” Harlan got up and cleared the plates. “I’m counting on you since my son is a little young for the boardroom.” He winked at Ruby. “But no pressure.”

“Thanks, Dad.” She bounced out of her seat and hugged him, before turning back to Magnus. “Right, let’s go!”

Magnus followed her outside after saying goodbye to his future father-in-law. Ruby couldn’t contain her happiness that they liked each other. Sol and Custard followed behind them, the former with a tub filled with apple cake, and a promise to come again.

“Bye and good luck!” Sol put Custard in the truck and got in beside him. “If you do find your dragon, can I see him?”

“Yes,” Magnus promised. “It’s the least I can do after you drove me over here.”

Sol waved and then drove off down the road leading away from the house. “I like him,” Ruby said as she unlocked her car and got in.

“He has an innocence to him.” Magnus squeezed into the car next to her.

“He does. Am I not innocent?” Ruby asked, waiting for his answer as he squirmed in his seat. He was so out of touch with the modern world he was afraid to say either way. She made it easier for him. “I’m joking. You know we’re going to have to give you a crash course in modern life.”

“I need one, I feel as if I am walking on eggshells. There is so much I don’t know. So much I still won’t know even if I get my memories back.”

“I like different. I suppose it’s because I have always been different myself. At school, I never really fit in. It’s hard when you know your fire-breathing dragon just waiting to burst out and burn the bitches!” Ruby grinned.

“You wanted to burn dogs?” Magnus asked.

“No.” She shook her head. “A bitch is another word for a woman who is mean-spirited.” She smiled wryly. “Not that I can’t be a bitch, too, if I want to be. It’s a gift.”

Magnus was silent for a moment. “Thank you for the warning.”

“That’s okay, and anyway, I promise not to be a bitch to you. I can’t anyway. You’re my mate, I can never hurt you.” She wondered if that was possible. Ruby could cut with her tongue, she was aware of her personality. In some ways, she was similar to Fiona, who also had a reputation for flaying people alive, especially if she was working on a case that involved child cruelty. As a social worker, Fiona had witnessed cases that had turned her stomach and made her want to burn those responsible to a crisp.

“I am sure I can handle you,” Magnus informed her.

Ruby arched her eyebrows. “Is that a challenge?”

“No.” He chuckled. “It is not a challenge, I would not dare challenge you or your mother. I see two ferocious women who are able to look after themselves. Even though it should be my job to look after you.”

Ruby parked the car on a side street in Bear Creek and turned to Magnus. “You can protect me.” She placed her hand on his arm and stroked her fingers along his skin. “When we are humans, you can do the protecting. And if that fails, I’ll protect us as a dragon. Deal?”

His pupils dilated, and he watched her fingertips trail across his skin. “Deal.” He lifted his eyes to hers and moved in for a kiss. She could get used to this. His kisses ignited a flame in her, turning her insides to liquid fire. She didn’t know how much longer she could go on without quenching that fire. Tonight, she hoped to find the time to consummate their relationship. Although the thought of making love to Magnus in her bedroom with her mom and dad downstairs and Harlan Jr. only two doors away was faintly terrifying, even for a grown woman.

“Fara is out this evening. Sol invited her out for dinner,” Magnus whispered in her ear, his breath caressing her neck, sending shivers of desire through her body. 

“You read my mind,” she murmured, her lips seeking his. She slid forward across the seats and nuzzled his neck, before pulling back. “We should go.”

“We should, or I will not be in control of my senses.” 

Ruby turned her face to him, their lips almost touching. With a groan, she reached behind her back and opened the car door, nearly spilling out onto the sidewalk. “Come on.”

Magnus got out of the car and looked at the array of stores lining the main street. “What do all these stores sell?”

“Everything.” She slipped her hand into his. “Most importantly, clothes.” She took him along the main street. “The mountain store should have some hiking boots and combat pants. At least when we go back up the mountain you’ll be prepared.”

“I’ll follow where you lead.”

“Good attitude,” Ruby complimented him. “These clothes should also be suitable for our trip to the Himalayas.”

“If we go,” Magnus added. “Ahh, you don’t think we’re going to find what we need here, do you?”

Ruby shrugged. “We’ll definitely find clothes in Bear Creek, but I’m not certain about your memories.” She gave him an apologetic smile. “I think this is beyond plain old amnesia.”

“Amnesia?”

“You know. When your memories are temporarily gone, like if you hit your head.” Ruby stopped outside the mountain store and looked in through the window. “This will be perfect.”

Half an hour later, they were standing outside the store, with Magnus wearing new clothes that actually fit him. He looked a whole lot sexier. “You’re right, these do fit better.” He held up the bag containing Sol’s clothes, “I’ll ask Fara to return these.”

“Come on. Let’s go to the library.” They walked together along the main street, with Magnus looking in all the stores, fascinated by the array of goods for sale.

“I don’t know what half this stuff is.” He stopped outside the grocery store and looked up at a stack of canned food. “There are carrots in those?”

“Yes, it’s a way of preserving them.” Ruby stood next to him while he stared, even though she was impatient to get to the library. “In this modern world, we can everything. Or so it seems.”

He looked bemused as they crossed the street and headed down a side road to the entrance of the library. “Don’t people grow anything anymore? Or make what they need?”

“Not really. We buy most of our food. People work, earn money and buy what they need from the stores.” She stopped outside a large, ornate door. “Here it is.”

Magnus looked up at the door. Then he reached out and ran his hand over the carved wood. “I’ve seen this before.”

“Are you sure?” Ruby asked excitedly.

“Yes.” He placed both hands on the door and touched the wood reverently, as if expecting it to transmit a message to him. “Nothing,” he said hoarsely. “It’s gone.”

“It all helps,” Ruby told him, not wanting him to lose faith. “It proves the memories are there, we just have to find a way to bring them to the surface.” However upbeat she might sound, Magnus was right, she was certain their hope lay in the Himalayas with Tiberius, not with some dusty old library records.

Magnus opened the door and held it while she entered the building. The library had stood here for centuries. Although, being new to town, Ruby didn’t know its history. But she loved the exposed oak beams and the carved stonework depicting bears and wolves, often fighting. When she’d moved to Bear Creek, she’d come here and spent a morning looking at all the carvings trying to find a dragon. There were none. But Magnus proved there had been dragons here once upon a time.

Ruby approached the reception desk and waited her turn while the librarian, an elderly lady with glasses on a chain, spoke on the phone. As soon as she hung up, she put a bright smile on her face and asked, “How can I help you?”

“I called earlier, we’d like to access the records.” Ruby recognized the woman’s voice, this was the same person she’s spoken to on the phone earlier.

“Ah, yes. I’ll take you to the archives. We have been busy scanning them over the last couple of years. The majority of them can be accessed via our computer system.” She led them to a staircase, and they all went upstairs to a large suite of rooms. There was no one else up there, and the room had a used smell to it. Not exactly musty, just old.

“These are the records?” Ruby asked, pointing to the rows upon rows of shelves lining the room.

“Some of them. The older, more delicate records are stored below the building in specially-built rooms.” She waved her hand around the room. “These are the records from the last hundred years. But you’ll likely find what you need in here. We scanned what we could so if ever the building was destroyed, the records would still remain. They’re kept in the cloud, as well as on a hard drive.”

Magnus opened his mouth to speak, but Ruby put her hand on his chest. “Thank you.”

The librarian explained how to use the system and then left them alone. “Call me if you need me,” were her parting words.

“We will.” Ruby moved the mouse and clicked on a search box. “We might get lucky.”

“Why are the records stored in the sky?” Magnus hissed and then immediately added, “How are the records kept in the sky without falling down?”

Ruby giggled. “They aren’t. The cloud is...it’s where you store things.”

“Like a barn?”

“Yes, a big barn that no one really knows where it is, but you know it’s there.”

“An invisible barn.” He leaned forward. “What if they lose it?”

“They won’t.” She turned her attention back to the screen. “We have the search results.”

“Someone went and searched the invisible barn for these records?” He pointed at the computer screen.

“Not exactly. But let’s go with it.” Ruby scrolled through the results. “Here is a record of a Magnus Dumas. You were here when the library was opened.” She skimmed a page of handwritten text. “It gives us few details, except a date—1663—and that you were a renowned artist, whose paintings were displayed in the home of Sir Peregrine Manning and other dignitaries. You mixed with the rich and famous of the seventeenth century.”

Ruby reached into her purse, took out a notebook and jotted down these details. Then she went back to the search results.

“Anything else?” Magnus asked.

“It says the celebrated artist, Magnus Dumas, has attracted a large amount of interest in his art during an exhibition held in Reamington. That’s a bigger town about twenty miles away.” She wrote that down, too. Then scrolled through several more news articles before coming to one that made her heart jolt. “Here’s a report of your disappearance. Whereabouts unknown, you didn’t leave any debts which was the usual reason for people absconding. And that your paintings were taken into storage by your benefactor, Peregrine Manning.”

“I disappeared.”

“Yes, in 1665. Which must be when you were put under the sleeping curse.” She checked back through the records. “It says you were a local man, raised in Bear Creek. Let me cross-reference with births and deaths.” She shook her head. “Nothing.”

“What does that mean?”

“That you lived here most of your life, but there is no record of your birth. You were born elsewhere. Or before records began.”

“My mother came here to hide,” Magnus said. “I’m sure of it.”

“To hide? Why?” Ruby turned her attention to Magnus. He hadn’t told her everything and for them to solve the mystery, he couldn’t hold anything back.

“In the memory...” He shook his head and frowned. “I’m certain we were living here to stay out of someone’s way. My father had been killed in battle. My mother was scared.” He slammed his fist down on the table, the noise echoing throughout the room.

Ruby placed her hand over his fist and hissed, “You’ll get us thrown out.”

“Sorry.” He looked at the screen. “Is there any other clue?”

She turned back to the screen and clicked a couple more searches. “Yes. When Peregrine Manning died, he left his house, along with a number of paintings, to the town. The house is now the local museum. Let’s go and see if we can find any of your paintings there.” 

“There are no other searches?” Magnus asked. 

Ruby shook her head. “Let me search for Dumas.” She typed the name and clicked search. “Here. Your mother’s death certificate. She died in 1660.”

His breath shuddered through his body. “So, she is gone. She may never have seen my change in fortune.”

“I’m sorry, Magnus.” Ruby cursed her lack of tact. Looking at all these old documents made the events appear distant. But these were details of Magnus’s life.

“It was expected.” He gave her a crooked smile. “At least I have you, it makes the loss bearable. At least for now.” His expression clouded. “I’d like to remember her.”

“Look, there is an obituary in the local paper. Marianne Dumas, survived by her two children, Magnus and Emilia.”

“Emi.” He spoke the name as if in a dream.

Ruby didn’t utter a word; his eyes were unfocused and it seemed as if he were in a daydream. If only this were the key to unlocking his memories. Ruby held her breath and waited, offering a silent prayer to anyone who might be listening.


Chapter Fourteen – Magnus

The sense of loss hit him hard. He stood by his sister’s side as she wept over their mother’s grave. It was just the two of them now. Brother and sister, two creatures who had no place in this world. He’d tried to fit in, but he was tired of hiding his true self, he needed to be free. But Emi was scared. Frightened that if they shifted, someone would see and they would be speared through their hearts, like their father. But that wasn’t her greatest fear. No. That was simpler. She was scared of being alone.

Scared that he would shift and be seen and die, leaving her all alone in the world. No matter how many times he told her they were safe here, among the shifters of Bear Creek, she wouldn’t listen. Fear and grief overtook her. And so he’d promised to never leave her and never shift.

But that promise weighed heavily on him. His dragon fought to be free, to rise above the mountains and fly on currents of air brought here from the distant desert plains across the oceans.

“Magnus.” Ruby’s voice was soft, stirring him as the memory faded. “What did you see?”

“My sister. Emi. We were by my mother’s grave. She was scared of what might happen to us. We were young and I made a promise not to shift.” He tried to focus on Ruby’s face, to use her as a rock in a storm.

“That’s a start.” She got up and took his hand and he found comfort in her touch. “Come on. You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I have.” He looked up at her. “It was so real. But it’s fading fast. I can’t hold onto the images, only the feelings and the knowledge of what happened.”

“If you see your paintings, they might help. You might have painted her.” Ruby helped him to his feet, then kissed the corner of his mouth. “It’s okay, I’m here.”

Magnus straightened up. “I’m all right now.” His strength returned and the need to protect was overwhelming. Was that from a sense of guilt? Had he let his sister down and she’d died a terrible death. Surely, he would remember such pain and misery. Or was that why he’d shut out those memories? Or worse, had he sought out a man to cast a spell to make him forget?

All he knew was that he could never rest now until he knew the truth of what happened to Emi.

They went back downstairs. Magnus looked around, letting his mind float away in the hope something he saw in the carvings might jog his memory. But none of it seemed familiar. Only the doors. He paused, standing on the doorstep and looking at the wooden door once more. Nothing. Frustrated, he walked down the steps in his new pants and boots. They were comfortable, but stiff, needing to be worn in.

“I’m sorry,” Ruby said, jolting him out of his thoughts.

“About what?”

“About your memories. You look upset.” She led them around the side of the library and across the street to a grassy area. Taking the footpath that led around it, they soon arrived at another large stone building, with a sign proudly displayed that read “Museum.”

“I’m frustrated. Why do I get flashes of memories and then they simply slide away as if they’d never been there? I can’t remember the details, it’s as if they happened to someone else.” He stopped on the steps of the museum and looked up. Was he supposed to remember this place? Had he been here before? If it was the home of Peregrine Manning, who according to the library records was his friend and benefactor, then he must have visited here on more than one occasion.

“Small steps. They might come back in bite-sized chunks. You experienced two memories in the last twenty-four hours, that’s two more than in all the time that’s passed since Fara found you.” Ruby’s tone reassured him, her touch soothed his soul, which ached for those who had passed. The people he’d been friends with, who were gone and forgotten.

He had to agree with his mate, even though it wasn’t enough. He didn’t want to spend weeks or months with small glimpses of his past, he wanted it all. He wanted his dragon.

A hot flash of rage swept through him. Balling his fists, he fought to control it. There, in his mind, was his dragon. A powerful beast waiting to rip through the veil between their minds and burst out into the world. Magnus fought for control. And won. Not because he was stronger, but because as quick as the beast had invaded his mind, he was gone.

“Everything all right?” Ruby asked. He hated the concern that was a constant mask on her face this morning. He was slowly losing his grip on reality, and it scared her, and it scared him. What if he hurt her? What if his dragon hurt her?

“I am fine.” He forced a smile on his face and lifted his gaze to the ornate ceiling. “Where do we look first?”

Ruby picked up a leaflet from a table in the lobby area and scanned it. “First floor, east wing. There’s an art gallery showcasing paintings from local artists through the ages.”

They skirted around the other exhibits, passing the collection of ancient coins and fossils, and climbed the ornate spiral staircase. At the top, Magnus looked down at the scene below. He had been here before. A ball, with dancing, and an orchestra set on a dais to his right. He twitched, wincing at a sharp pain in his head.

“Magnus? Magnus, are you all right?” Ruby grabbed hold of his wrist as he rammed the heel of his hand into his temple.

“Yes.” He took a breath and tried to relax and look normal. People were staring, and he could not afford to draw attention to himself. If people knew what he was, they would fear him, even in a town full of shifters. He swallowed down his fear and nodded once more. “Let’s go.”

“It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” she asked. “Every time you remember something it gets worse.”

“A little. But I’m not stopping. Perhaps the barrier between my conscious and subconscious mind is being torn down. Each new memory takes out a section of it.”

“But what happens if it all falls down?” Ruby asked in a hushed whisper.

“Is this it?” He pointed to a large glass door, behind which was a room filled with paintings hung on the wall, their large gilt frames a stark contrast to the modern decor of the room.

“Yes.” Ruby looked down at the leaflet in her hand. “They are arranged in chronological order. Which puts yours around here.” She stabbed at the map in her hand and with a last worried look cast his way, pushed open the door and went inside.

The room was almost silent as people talked in hushed whispers. Ruby beckoned him forward and he followed her to a section of paintings depicting ladies in long dresses and men in frock coats and tall hats. To Magnus, they were dressed in normal everyday attire, unlike his hiking boots and combat pants. More than ever he believed the story that he had been put to sleep. This was where he belonged, in one of these paintings, where horse-drawn wagons filled with hay plodded down the main street of Bear Creek. And women carried baskets of produce, none of which was canned.

“Anything?” Ruby whispered, eyeing him sideways.

“It all looks familiar.” That was the best answer he could give for now. There was nothing specific, just an overall sense of belonging.

“Let’s look for a signature,” Ruby suggested, pointing to a scrawled name in the corner of the painting before them.

Magnus nodded and took a step sideways, examining the next painting, and then the next. Ruby did the same, and they slowly worked their way along the paintings, until they reached a section dedicated to Sir Peregrine Manning. Magnus stood before a portrait of the man and his throat constricted. “I know him.”

Ruby came to stand beside him and leaned forward, examining the painting closely, then she stuck her finger out, a quick reflex action. “There.” She tilted her head sideways. “Magnus Dumas. You painted this.”

The room filled with paintings swirled around him like a galaxy of stars in the bright heavens. “I remember.” He rocked on his heels as the memory hit him. They were in a room, he believed it was in this very building, and Perry was posing for the painting but was terrible at keeping still and holding the correct pose. How hard could it be to prop an elbow on the back of a chair and look dashing and gallant? Magnus smiled. That was how he wanted the world to see him.

That was how he wanted Emi to see him. To love him.

Magnus swallowed hard as a piece of the puzzle slid into place. “He was a good friend. But something happened.”

“What?” Ruby hissed.

“It’s a good painting, isn’t it?” A voice from behind them made them both start guiltily.

“It is,” Ruby said quickly. “By Magnus Dumas.”

“Yes.” The man smiled and stepped closer. “He was a dear friend of Peregrine Manning.”

Her eyes flicked down to the name badge attached to the lapel of the jacket the man wore over a crisp white shirt. However, the formal attire did not detract from the sculptured body beneath it. The fabric barely contained the bone and sinew that flexed as Thorn Manning pointed to another painting alongside the portrait. “This is another by Magnus Dumas. Peregrine Manning is one of my ancestors. He donated most of these paintings. This building was his home. He gave it to the town when he died.”

“Interesting. And now you work here.” Ruby indicated his name badge.

“Yes, I help find pieces for the museum. In fact, I’ve just returned from Chile.” Thorn smiled easily. “I was raised on the history of Bear Creek and the surrounding area. The stories I could tell.”

“I expect you could,” Ruby replied, turning back to the paintings.

“You’ve been out of the country?” Magnus asked. If this man was familiar the name Magnus Dumas, why had he not come forward or tried to make contact when the article appeared in the newspaper.

“I arrived back yesterday. Today I show the curator my finds and tomorrow I sleep for a week.” Thorn took a step sideways and pointed to another painting. “This is the cottage where Magnus Dumas and his sister Emilia grew up. It’s a real rags to riches story. The funny thing is that Peregrine Manning donated his own home to the town, but never sold the land this cottage sits on. Sadly, it’s in ruins now.”

“Can you tell us more?” Ruby asked. “I’ve only recently moved to Bear Creek and have no idea of the local stories. And myths.” 

“Oh, there’s plenty of myths,” Thorn glanced sideways at Magnus, his forehead creased. “Have we met? You look familiar somehow.”

“No, I’m even newer to town.” He returned Thorn’s smile, despite a growing uneasiness. If Peregrine had turned against the Dumas children, could Thorn be trusted?

“You must have a doppelganger.” Thorn turned back to the painting. “The Dumas family lived in a cottage by the river. They were raised by their mother, their father lost at sea. At least that was their story. They were poor but happy by all accounts. After the death of their mother, the Dumas children lived together in the cottage scraping out a living. But the young Magnus Dumas had a talent for painting and was recognized by my ancestor. He paid for this portrait and then displayed it prominently in this great house. Magnus Dumas was then commissioned to paint more portraits and his name and fortune were made.”

“Are there any more of his paintings still in existence?” Magnus asked. He longed to see them all, to glimpse the past through the eyes of his younger self.

“There are some in the basement. I can arrange for you to see them if you want,” Thorn offered, his gaze drawn to Magnus. “There is even a self-portrait of Magnus Dumas, I believe.”

“We don’t want to take up any more of your time,” Ruby said brightly. “You have your curator to meet with and we have the rest of the exhibits to see.”

Thorn looked at his watch. “I’m already running behind. Come find me if you want to learn more about the history of Bear Creek.” He strode off toward the exit.

“Thanks. We will.” Ruby glanced at Magnus and then added, “One more thing. The cottage in this painting, you said it’s still there?”

Thorn turned, his hand on the glass door. “Yes, in ruins. About a mile from here on the bank of the creek.” 

“Thanks.” Ruby avoided Magnus’s eyes as she turned back to the painting. “We should go.”

Magnus stared at the painting of the cottage with Emilia standing before it in rough-spun clothes. She looked beautiful, her smile bright as the sun. “He knows, doesn’t he?”

“I’m not sure what he knows, but my guess is he’ll be down in the basement looking at the painting of you as soon as his meeting is over.” She reached for Magnus’s hand and threaded her fingers through his.

“Do you think he knows about dragons?” he asked quietly.

“I bet those myths he mentioned contain dragons.” Ruby’s voice wavered.

Magnus broke out of his trance, turned from the painting and strode to the door, with Ruby by his side. “I’m sorry if this has brought trouble for your family.”

“Are you kidding me? We can look after ourselves. It’s your treasure I’m worried about. What if there’s a myth about dragons and treasure…and you? You said Peregrine Manning was a friend of yours. Do you think you told him?”

They reached the bottom of the ornate staircase and wove through the people on the ground floor until they burst out of the building into the warm sun. “I have no idea. Which is why I have to figure out how to get my memories back.”


Chapter Fifteen – Ruby

Ruby’s concern for Magnus mounted as they walked away from the museum. They both resisted the urge to turn around. If Thorn was watching they didn’t need to raise his suspicions even more. If they were raised at all. What if they had made a mistake and read too much into the conversation?

They reached her car and got in. Ruby let out a long sigh. “Okay. Let’s go back to my house. I’ll pack an overnight bag and then we can go back to Fara’s farm. Once it’s dark we can fly to the Himalayas and see if Tiberius can help. You need those memories now more than ever.”

“And if he cannot help me?” Magnus asked as he buckled his seatbelt.

“Then we decide what to do next.” She started the engine and drove out onto the main street. The traffic was busier than when they’d arrived, and they had to wait to turn onto the road back to her house. All the while she looked in the rearview mirror, looking to see if they were being followed.

This is not a movie, her dragon told her bluntly. Thorn is not following us.

But he was suspicious, wasn’t he? Ruby asked her dragon. What if he outs us as dragon shifters?

I believe he has suspicions, yes. But if we keep cool, we can get through this. He cannot prove Magnus is a dragon if he cannot shift.

“Damn!” Her dragon was right.

“What’s wrong?” Magnus asked.

“My dragon made a good point. If we don’t get Tiberius to free your dragon, Thorn can’t prove you are a dragon.” She splayed her hands out as she cursed the traffic in front of them. She wanted to be on the move. “He can’t prove what isn’t there.”

“Why would it matter to him if I am a dragon or not?” Magnus asked.

Ruby frowned. She was overreacting. Growing up her parents had told Ruby and Sapphi how important it was to never tell anyone who they were and what they were. That paranoia was ingrained, forcing her to react to danger that might not be there. What did Thorn have to gain by outing a dragon shifter? Nothing. However, a dragon’s treasure would be an incredible find for a man whose career revolved around finding ancient artifacts. He would be famous. And very rich.

“I guess he lives in a town filled with shifters, so why would he care? He’s not likely to tell everyone. Perhaps he is after your treasure.” Ruby didn’t want to panic Magnus, he had enough to deal with.

“Is Thorn a shifter, too?” Magnus asked. “I had a sense that he was. All those muscles.” He tensed his arms and flexed his muscles.

Ruby hid a nervous smile. “He’s a bear shifter. You’re right, not likely to spill the beans about shifters. Perhaps he’s just curious.” Magnus grew still, and she eyed him nervously. “Are you having another episode with your memory?”

“No.” His expression was serious as he added, “What if he knows what happened? What if Thorn holds the answers?”

Ruby rolled her shoulders to ease the tension in her neck. “It’s possible. He might have been told a story passed down through the generations. Or he might have access to family journals or diaries.”

“Should we go back?” Magnus asked, looking behind them as they drove past the last of the houses on the outskirts of town. They were surrounded by fields and farmland with the mountain rising up in the distance.

“No. Let’s go on with our plan. We visit Tiberius and if that fails, then we try Thorn. But only if we have a plan. There’s no way we’re walking up to him and asking if he knows why a dragon was put under a spell a couple of centuries ago.”

“Agreed,” Magnus said reluctantly. He stared out of the window. “Do you know where the ruins are?”

Ruby glanced out of the window to where the creek meandered through the fields. “I’ll ask Harlan if he can find out while we’re gone.”

“I’d like to visit there.” Magnus fell silent.

“Do you remember anything else about your sister?” Ruby asked, thinking of Sapphi. How would Ruby cope if her sister suddenly disappeared? It would kill Ruby inside if anything happened to Sapphi. Magnus had been close to his sister and loved her very much, she could not comprehend how he must be feeling right now. Family was so important.

“Can we make a detour?” Ruby asked. Without waiting for an answer, she turned down a side road and made her way to the house Sapphi shared with Alex. She needed to tell Sapphi everything that had happened and to ask Alex to let his parents know they were coming. There was an open invitation for any of the family to visit anytime, but it was polite to inform them.

Although that meant Helena would go into overdrive in a bid to make her guests feel welcome. Like Fiona, Helena was not always confident when it came to dealing with people, although neither of them would admit it.

Ruby parked the car in front of the house where Alex and Sapphi lived. Situated a few minutes’ walk from Fiona and Harlan’s house, Ruby had still managed to avoid visiting very often. It wasn’t as though she were trying to avoid her sister.

Just trying to avoid her happy ever after, Ruby’s dragon said sarcastically.

Ruby ignored her other side. She couldn’t deny it, her dragon was right. Since Sapphi found her mate and moved in with him to live in blissful love and happiness, Ruby had struggled to figure out where she fit into her sister’s new life.

Time to change that. Ruby got out of the car and placed her hand on the roof, looking back inside. “This is my sister’s house.”

“Ah. Does she know about me?” Magnus asked.

“Fiona might be good at keeping some secrets, but I don’t think she could have kept this one.” Ruby straightened up. “I should have come here yesterday and told her myself.”

Magnus unfolded his legs and got out of the car. “Do you need me to stay here?”

“No. She might be less likely to bite my head off if we go in together.” She walked around the car to stand next to him and looked up at the house. It was pretty, the timber mellow as it bathed in the warm sunlight. Honeysuckle grew around the porch and a heavenly scent blew across the front yard welcoming them.

“Hello, stranger.” Sapphi came around the corner of the house, dressed in coveralls. She’d been working, growing her jewelry business, building a future for herself while Ruby sulked.

“Sapphi. I…” For once Ruby was lost for words.

“So this is Magnus?” Sapphi walked over to join them.

“Yes, we met yesterday.” Ruby watched her sister closely. “I’d have come sooner.”

“But you have a mystery to solve.” Sapphi grabbed her sister and pulled her into a hug so tight, it cut off Ruby’s breath. “I’m so happy for you, Ruby,” she said quietly.

“Thanks, Sapph.” Ruby hugged back, knowing that no words were needed.

“Shall we get some coffee?” Sapphi stepped back and surveyed Magnus. “You look good for a man who has slept for a couple of centuries.”

“Thanks.” Magnus cracked a smile. “You and Ruby are very alike.”

Sapphi stood next to her sister, hands on hips. “The next words out of your mouth had better be flattering, or you’ll have us both to deal with.”

Magnus chuckled. “I mean in looks. You have the same shaped eyes and nose.”

“We get that from our Mom,” Ruby said, putting her arm around her sister. They’d shared so much together. Now that they both had mates, it was time for them to move on to the next phase of their lives, together. “I’d love that coffee. And some apple cake if you made some. Harlan attempted to make some yesterday, but it’s not the same as yours.”

“So that’s why you’ve honored me with a visit, you crave apple cake,” Sapphi joked and led them into the house. “We’re still not organized.” She indicated the sitting room. “Alex’s mom keeps bringing stuff.”

Ruby laughed and held up a jewelry box. “Does she not know you have your own treasure?”

“She’s so sweet, she keeps giving me priceless family heirlooms.” Sapphi was headed for the kitchen when she stopped and turned around. “She wants to pass things down to her grandchildren. It’s her way of bribing me into getting pregnant.”

Ruby arched her eyebrows. “Well, keep your legs crossed, you’ll have a second fortune by the time you…conceive.” Ruby’s shoulder sagged forward, and tears sprung to her eyes. “You already are.”

Sapphi nodded, tears misting her face as Ruby flung her arms around her sister. “You’re going to be a mommy.”

“I am.” Sapphi covered her mouth with a shaking hand. “I don’t know how.”

“You’ll be the best mommy in the world,” Ruby told her, holding both her hands. “You were always the sensible one, the one who liked to make peace not war. You’ll be brilliant.”

“Will you be there? For me?” Sapphi asked in a choked voice, dashing tears off her cheek with the back of her hand.

“Always.” Ruby nodded and hugged Sapphi close. “Always and forever.”

“Good.” Sapphi pulled back and wiped her eyes. “Now, who wants coffee?”

“Are you allowed coffee? With the baby?” Ruby asked.

Sapphi rolled her eyes. “Don’t you start. Alex is already nose deep in baby books. Telling me what I should and shouldn’t do. One cup is fine.” She made a fresh pot of coffee and then asked, “Magnus, do you have any more news on who you are?”

“Not much.” Magnus had been standing back, letting the two sisters have some space, but now he joined them in the kitchen, his arm around Ruby as he gave her a reassuring squeeze. “I was an artist who lived here a couple of centuries ago. I grew up in a cottage down by the creek. My mom died when my sister, Emilia, and I were still young. Emilia made me promise not to shift because she was scared I might get killed.”

“Do you keep the promise to your sister?” Sapphi asked as she poured the coffee and passed the cups around. “I’ll get that apple cake.”

“I don’t know,” Magnus confessed.

“Magnus painted portraits. Good portraits of the rich and famous of the time. There are a couple of his paintings hanging in the museum.” Ruby’s eyes widened as Sapphi passed her a large slice of apple cake. “Thank you.”

“I’ve been to the museum with Alex. We must have seen the paintings.”

“One is of a pretty young woman standing outside a cottage on the banks of the creek,” Ruby said with her mouth full.

“I remember it. Alex and I found the actual ruin itself afterward.” Sapphi’s cheeks colored as she sat down at the kitchen table facing her sister and Magnus. If they were alone, Ruby would have teased her and asked if that was where they had conceived their child. But even Ruby knew how inappropriate that would be with Magnus here. “That was your house?”

“It was once. I don’t remember it really.” Magnus drank his coffee and stared at the table.

Ruby reached out to him. “We will get your memories back.”

“Could Tiberius help?” Sapphi asked. “You could go and visit them.”

“We plan to.” Ruby smiled coyly. “Tonight.”

“Oh.” Sapphi’s eyes widened. “That’s why you’re really here.”

“No, it’s not. I wanted to see you,” Ruby insisted.

“But you want me to call them. Alex gave them a satellite phone, he talks to them every day. I’ll get him to mention it. But it’ll be fine. They’ve only just gone home.” Sapphi picked at a piece of cake, nibbling it slowly. 

“Do you think they’d mind? Only something else happened at the museum. There was a man there, Thorn Manning. We think he’s a bear shifter. He’s related to Peregrine Manning, who was kind of like a benefactor to Magnus and his sister. It was the portrait Magnus painted of him that launched Magnus’s career.”

“He looked at me as if he knew me,” Magnus told Sapphi. “Apparently there’s a self-portrait of me down in the basement and if he digs it out he’ll be even more suspicious.”

“We’ve been lucky, he was out of the country and hasn’t heard the news of the man who came down from the mountain. But if he does and puts two and two together…” Ruby glanced at Magnus with concern. “Magnus thinks something happened between him and Peregrine Manning. We really need to know what that is.”

“You think Thorn Manning might know?” Sapphi asked.

“He might, and if it’s bad…” Ruby let her words hang in the air.

“Do you think he had something to do with the sleeping curse?” Sapphi asked. “Did this Peregrine Manning put Magnus to sleep?”

“We don’t know.” Ruby rubbed her temples, the tension of the day was catching up with her, but she could not afford a headache, not with so much else to do.

“You two go and get ready. Leave Tiberius and Helena to me. I’ll text you after I’ve spoken to them. But it’ll be fine. I’ll warn Tiberius to get his herbs and whatever ready. That man has some weird stuff, but he knows what he’s doing.” Sapphi got up and Ruby embraced her sister.

“Thank you.”

“We’re family, always will be. Let me know what happens. And while you’re gone I’ll see what I can find out.” Sapphi walked them to the door.

“Don’t talk to Thorn. If too many people ask questions about Magnus then he’s going to be tipped off.” Ruby stopped in the doorway and turned around. “There is one favor I want to ask you and Alex.”

Sapphi’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“I thought you said you’d do anything to help?” Ruby asked.

“I know you well enough to be suspicious,” Sapphi answered.

“It’s not anything bad. What I need you to do is block the trail that leads to the cave where Magnus’s treasure is. Can you meet us after dark and we’ll fly there together?”

“Sure. You can show us where it is, and we’ll place a couple of large boulders there. We don’t want anyone stealing your treasure, Magnus.” Sapphi kissed him on the cheek. “Welcome to the family. And look after my sister. She’s the only one I have.”

“Like I’m not old enough to look after myself,” Ruby retorted.

“I’ll protect her with my life,” Magnus promised.

Ruby would prefer it if he protected her with his body. His naked body. Would they ever get time to be alone and just enjoy each other as mates?


Chapter Sixteen – Magnus

“I like your family.” It was late afternoon and they were driving back to Fara’s house. 

After leaving Sapphi’s house, they had returned to Ruby’s home. There they quickly updated her father about what happened at the museum, before Ruby hastily packed for their trip.

“I’m glad.” Ruby checked the rearview mirror and pressed her foot down on the pedal that made her car go faster. He still had not got used to the speed of these mechanical beasts.

“Are you running from something?” Magnus asked. His mate fascinated him, she was a complex mixture of emotions. Like gunpowder, he was never sure when she might spark and fizz and bang.

“That obvious?” Ruby asked with a sigh. “Knowing my mom the way I do, she’s not going to be happy about all this. I don’t need an interrogation right now. She still thinks Sapphi and I are kids. “

“You always will be to her. First, because she’s your mother, and second, because she’s been alive for so long. This world I’ve woken into is strange, I can’t imagine what it must be like for Fiona to have lived through all of those changes. Every step in human development, from horse-drawn wagons to cars. And this internet and computers. Clouds that are invisible.”

“When you put it like that.” Ruby stopped at a road junction and then followed the signs toward Wolf Valley. “I don’t want her to stop us from going. On the other hand, I don’t want her to confront Thorn while we’re gone. My mom is not exactly the kind of person to sit back and let things go.”

“Thorn is not yet a threat,” Magnus reminded her.

“I know. I wonder if I should have kept quiet about him.” Ruby’s forehead creased, and she rubbed her temples. She looked tense. Because of him. Magnus wanted to melt away her worries and fears.

Muttering a silent curse, he focused his mind on the wisps of memories that floated around in his head. If only he could catch hold of one and follow a trail to the rest of them. It would sure beat traveling halfway across the world to visit another dragon.

They reached the farm. Fara’s truck was gone, she must have already left for Sol’s house. They got out of the car and walked to the front door together, grateful for this short time alone. “I’ll leave a note for Fara. And the money your father gave me. Which I will repay in full.”

Ruby stood on the porch and looked out across the mountains. “We have a few hours before we can leave. Why don’t we eat and chill for a while?”

“Chill? You want to be cold? I thought a dragon would like to be hot.”

“Chill. Relax.” With an amused expression, she followed him into the house, which was unlocked.

“Oh, relax.” Magnus closed the door behind them. “That sounds like a good idea.”

“What does an old dragon like you do to relax?” she asked, running her hand along the back of the sofa as she entered the sitting room.

“I have no idea.” He followed close behind her. There was one thing he thought would relax them both, but he didn’t know if she was ready. They had shared kisses and caresses but did a modern woman like Ruby expect a ring on her finger and a marriage certificate in her hand before she gave herself to a man?

Or did the mating bond make those things insignificant?

She turned to face him, leaning toward him. “Is there something you want, Magnus Dumas?”

“Yes.” His hand cupped her cheek, his thumb caressing the line of her jaw. “It is the one thing I am sure of in my life. It’s the one thing I cling to when the rest of the world makes no sense.”

“And what is that?” she asked softly.

“You.”

She sighed, and her breath caressed his skin, sending shivers of anticipation down his spine. He’d wanted her since the first time they’d met before he’d learned about dragons and fated mates. He craved her, the touch of her lips, the warmth of her skin. They were meant to be together, no matter who he was, no matter what he’d been before.

Magnus realized that now. The man he was before was gone. Because the man he was before didn’t have a mate. Didn’t have Ruby. And as his lips descended to claim hers, the truth struck him. If he had to choose. If he could have only one—dragon or mate—he would choose his mate every time.

A whisper in his brain, soft as the summer rain as it fell in the creek beside the house he grew up in, told him he didn’t have to choose. He would have it all if he could only find the answers he needed.

But the answer was here. In his arms. Ruby.

He held her close as his tongue slid along her lower lip and she opened her mouth, letting him in. His arm circled her waist and he held her against his body, drinking in the warmth of her body, and inhaling the scent of her skin. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her fingers stroking the nape of his neck, and he shuddered with desire.

They moved as one, he lifted her off the floor and she wrapped her legs around him, pressing herself against his hardened length. Magnus slid his hand down over her bottom and turned around, walking back out of the sitting room and making his way to the stairs.

She broke their kiss and nipped the sensitive skin of his neck as he climbed the stairs, swift and sure with his woman in his arms. Turning right at the top of the stairs, he headed for the room he’d called his own since Fara found him. Kicking the door open, he strode inside, placing Ruby down on the bed.

She scooted back, and began to undo the buttons of her shirt, while he dragged his T-shirt over his head and threw it to the floor. A moment later, his new pants followed, then he realized he still had his hiking boots on. A moment of unmanly hopping ensued as he dragged both pants and boots off his feet.

Sweeping back his hair, he stood before his mate. Did she like what she saw? He was nervous. Out of time. Out of practice. He hadn’t slept with a woman for a few centuries or more. Surely making love to a woman had not changed.

“Come join me.” She patted the bed beside her as she shrugged her shirt off her shoulders and kicked off her boots. “There’s plenty of room.”

That wasn’t exactly true. Fara’s guest bed was only a single. Sol had used it before he got a place of his own. But they would manage.

Magnus placed his knee on the bed and crawled like a predator about to claim his prey to sit beside her. Ruby’s eyes flicked down to his lips, and her hands went to the buttons of her jeans.

A gentleman must always help a lady, so he pushed her hands gently aside and undid the buttons, and then helped her wriggle out of them. He had to admit, he liked it when she wriggled. Her breasts bounced, no match for the lacy fabric that tried to contain them.

“How do I…?” A woman’s undergarments were not what they used to be. No more laced corsets.

“There’s a clasp.” Ruby’s fingers guided him to the small clasp that held her bra in place. Once open, the fabric fell from her body, revealing her wonderful breasts.

“You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen.” He stroked her soft skin, and she shivered, her eyes dilating as she turned to face him.

“My dragon disagrees, she says she is the most beautiful creature you have ever seen.” Ruby brushed his hair back off his face and leaned forward, her lips touching his.

He nipped her lower lip and then kissed her, his hand cupping her breast in his hand. Brushing his thumb over her nipple, he teased the sensitive bud, tweaking it between his thumb and finger, until Ruby squirmed on the bed. She reached for him, and curled her hand around his hardened length, stroking him. Was she trying to make him lose control?

He moved, easing her backward so she lay on the bed. With her free hand, she reached for the pillow and positioned it under her head, while he hovered over her body. Resting his weight on one elbow, he slid between her thighs. He wanted their foreplay to last longer, but if he didn’t claim her now, he would come too soon. The scent of her, the warmth of her, the touch of her hands and the kiss of her soft lips were too much.

She overloaded his senses. “You are an incredible woman, Ruby.” His eyes locked with hers as he shifted his weight forward and she guided him toward her.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she murmured against his ear, before grazing her teeth along the sensitive lobe.

He groaned and thrust forward, entering her, filling her with a primal need. Ruby met him stroke for stroke as she urged him to claim her as his. With each thrust, he knew she claimed him, too, as her own true mate. A mate who had slept for hundreds of years just to be here by her side.

Magnus pulled out and then lunged forward, taking his time, hanging on to the last thread of his self-control. He cupped her breast and lowered his head to claim her taut nipple into his mouth, rolling his tongue around and around as he tortured the turgid flesh.

Her breathing quickened and she raked her fingers down his back as if they were talons. Magnus threw his head back as his orgasm crashed into him. He could hold on no longer. His seed spurted into her, filling her as her inner walls pulsed and throbbed. She came around him, their bodies joined as one.

Their mating bond was complete, they were joined on a deeper level. As she nestled against him in the narrow bed, he held her close until her breathing subsided and she lay quietly in his arms. Magnus never wanted to let her go. Damn his memories, damn the trip to the Himalayas, they should just stay here in each other’s arms.

“What are you thinking?” she asked, stroking his cheek and kissing his chest.

“That I wish we could stay like this forever.” He could not lie to her.

“Me, too.” She pushed herself up onto one elbow. “But I know we have to go.”

“Perhaps when we reach our destination we will have time to enjoy each other.”

She chuckled and kissed his chest, her hair tickling his skin as it fell down over her shoulder. “I would like us to enjoy each other many times.”

“You are making fun of me.” He brushed her hair back from her face and tilted her chin up.

“Never.” She giggled and kissed him, her chin resting on his chest. “I always wondered who my mate would be. And out of all the men I imagined, you are not it.”

“Is that a good thing?” he asked, unsure of himself. “I know I’m old-fashioned, but I will learn your ways.”

Ruby shook her head. “I don’t care if you never change. I like you for you. With your funny words.”

“I will allow myself to be flattered,” he told her solemnly.

“Please do.” She kissed his lips and then slid off the bed, walking cat-like to the door. “I need the bathroom. Don’t disappear on me.”

“Never.” He lay with his hands behind his head, waiting for her return. Images of the paintings came to him. Was he still capable of such work? Could he capture a moment in the same way as he did before?

Sitting up, he scanned the room for the paints and canvas Nadine had loaned him. Getting off the bed, he grabbed his clothes and dressed quickly before setting up the easel and canvas. Then he opened paints and inspected the brushes Nadine had included.

“What’s this?” Ruby asked when she entered the room. “Are you going to paint me?” She struck a strange pose, with one hand under her chin, and one at the side of her face as if making a frame.

“Sit.” He indicated the bed, and she picked up her shirt and put it on, before sitting on the edge of the bed looking sultry and alluring. “Perfect.”

He set to work, sketching out an outline and then adding more details. He worked in a frenzy, losing himself to the process. There was no thought to how the paint met the canvas, it was all instinct. With his defenses down, stray thoughts roamed in and out of his head. Unlike before, he did not try to grasp hold of them, he simply acknowledged them and let them continue on their way.

Images of his mother, of her smiling face, of her pride in her children, brought tears to his eyes but still, he worked, adding more red to the brown to highlight Ruby’s hair. Next, he added golden flecks to her eyes, making them come alive. Just as his past came alive to him. His sister, tall, lithe, with eyes of green and flaming red hair. She was vibrant, the paintings in the museum were faded in comparison.

But then she turned from him and behind her, he saw a man holding a knife. The knife flashed in the sunlight and then she was gone.

His hand holding the brush dropped to his side and he struggled to breathe, the air wouldn’t inflate his lungs.

“Magnus.” Ruby was by his side, taking the brush from him and helping him to the bed.

“She died.”

“Who died?” Ruby asked.

“Emilia. There was a man with a knife.” He raked his hand through his hair.

“Was it Peregrine Manning? Did he kill her?” Ruby asked, naked fear in her eyes.

Magnus tried to bring the image back to him but it was too painful. “No.” He was certain it was another man. A man with an unkempt beard and wild eyes. “No, it was someone else.”

“I’m so sorry.” She placed her head in his lap. “I didn’t see her death certificate when I searched for your name.”

He stroked her hair, comforted by the silky feel of each strand. “It’s not your fault.”

At last, as the light started to fade outside the window, Ruby got up and sat on the bed next to him. “I can’t force you to remember. I can’t force you to get your memories back. If you don’t want to go, we can live like this. Make new memories.”

“No.” Magnus stood up and began to clear away the paint. “I have to know.”

“All right.” Ruby looked at the window and the gathering twilight. “Grab whatever you need to take, and let’s go.”

“Wait.” Magnus crossed the room and pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry, I ruined the moment.”

Ruby lifted her head and looked into his eyes, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw. She kissed him, her lips briefly brushing his. “You didn’t ruin anything.” She put her fingers to his lips. “Don’t thank me. You don’t have to. We’re in this together. I know how devastated I would be if someone killed... If something happened to Sapphi. I want to find out who did this for Emi’s sake. And yours.”

He nodded. “I’ll pack.” He cleared the rest of the paints away in a daze. He’d always known Emilia was likely dead. But he hadn’t expected her to die in such a brutal way. As they left the house and drove back to Bear Creek, he accepted a cold hard truth. The memories he sought might hold visions of joy and happiness, but they may also hold death and pain.

But whatever they showed him, they were his and wrapped up in those memories was the reason he was here today with his mate. And for that, he would endure whatever hurt and distress haunted his past.


Chapter Seventeen – Ruby

She parked her car in front of the house she’d lived in for the last few years. Since coming here as an obnoxious teenager, with too much emotional baggage for her own good, Ruby had changed and blossomed. And grown used to an uneventful life.

Until a couple of months ago, they’d lived in bliss. She longed for those days. Did that make her a coward? When she’d embarked on her hunt for dragons, Ruby had done so with a romantic notion of being a hero. Right now, she didn’t feel like a hero. She was scared. Scared for Magnus and the darkness his memories might contain.

“There you are, I thought you were going without saying goodbye.” Fiona came out of the house to meet them.

“We won’t be gone long,” Ruby assured her mom. “We just need some answers.”

“You didn’t answer my question.” Fiona stood with her hands on her hips, making it clear an answer was necessary.

“I hate goodbyes,” Ruby answered feebly.

“You also hate being told what to do,” Fiona said pointedly. “Not that I was going to. I think it best you leave Bear Creek for a couple of days. It gives us a chance to figure out what’s going on.”

“I don’t want anyone going near Thorn Manning.” Ruby knew her mom’s personality. Confrontational if her family were threatened, she could potentially make the situation a lot worse. “I want you to promise.”

Fiona’s eyes flashed green. “What if he comes near us?”

Ruby rolled her eyes. “Then I’ll expect you to be polite and helpful and leave his head on his shoulders. He won’t hurt us, I’m sure. And Sapphi and Alex are going to block the trail up to the cave where Magnus’s treasure is, meaning he can’t go looking for that either.”

“You have it all planned,” Fiona sounded impressed.

“I think we have it under control.” Ruby walked over to her mom. “I’m not a kid anymore.” She blushed, glad of the darkness surrounding them which hid her face. After being with Magnus, she truly did feel like a woman in charge of her own fate.

Fiona studied her closely for a moment, and then said, “Let me meet this man of yours properly.”

Magnus stepped forward. “Fiona.” Her mate stood tall and proud, ready to defend himself and his mate against the formidable woman before him.

“Magnus. Welcome to the family.” She smiled briefly and then said pointedly at Ruby, “I approve.”

“It wouldn’t have made any difference if you hadn’t,” Ruby told her mom. “You know even a great dragon like you can’t take on fate and win.”

Fiona laughed. “I’d have a good crack at it if your mate wasn’t suitable.” She hugged Ruby. “Take care. I hope it all works out for you.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Ruby hugged her back. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Fiona pulled back and looked at her daughter. “You’ve grown in so many ways.”

“Are you ready?” Sapphi called from the porch, and Ruby was grateful for the distraction as tears welled in her eyes at Fiona’s words.

“We are.” Ruby gave Fiona one last hug. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

They all walked around to the back of the house. Ruby said goodbye to everyone as Harlan joined them, carrying his son in his arms. Harlan Jr. loved watching the dragons fly. His favorite game was playing dragon with his friend Jack. They would spend hours running around the backyard with colorful blankets draped over their shoulders, pretending they were wings.

“Helena and Tiberius are expecting you,” Sapphi told them.

“My mom can’t wait to meet a new dragon.” Alex welcomed Magnus to the family with a hug. “We have to stick together.”

“I’m not certain I am a dragon,” Magnus told him awkwardly.

“Yes, you are.” Ruby firmly believed he was, and until they had undeniable proof otherwise, no one was going to convince her he wasn’t.

Sapphi and Alex shifted first and took off, soon becoming lost to sight as they skimmed the top of the trees. The inky blue sky was just dark enough to hide them from anyone who might be looking. Next, Ruby shifted, and Magnus climbed onto her foreleg and vaulted onto her back like a rodeo king. Immediately, her dragon crouched down, the thrill of having their mate on her back sending her into ecstasy as she leaped into the air and beat her wings so hard the people below had to hold onto each other to keep their balance.

Show-off, Ruby told her dragon.

I know, her dragon replied with a goofy grin as she raced to catch up with Sapphi and Alex. The three dragons flew side by side over the lower slopes and then climbed higher, following the route Ruby had taken with Fara and Magnus. When they reached the valley where his cave was, Ruby pulled ahead and guided them to the exact spot. Once there, she beat her wings, keeping herself in one place in the air, while indicating the cave entrance with her tail.

I always wondered what your tail was for, Ruby told her dragon. It’s like a pointy stick.

Her dragon huffed in response. Once she was sure Sapphi and Alex were blocking the trail in the right place, she lifted higher into the air, blew a stream of fire at the others as a farewell message and then headed southeast, using her dragon senses to guide her to their destination.

Her dragon flew on, with only their mate as company while the sky darkened and the stars came out one by one. There was something magical about the night and the sense of freedom the wide expanse of sky above gave her. She could let go of her hopes and fears because in the immense scale of space and time, they were inconsequential.

Using her dragon senses, she changed course whenever they strayed near an airplane. Then, in the distance, she saw the mountain range where Tiberius lived. The place where they might find their answers. She angled her body and flew straight and true toward the hidden valley that had been their home for years. If Magnus being in Bear Creek caused trouble with Thorn, they could always come live here, hidden away.

But Bear Creek is our home, her dragon protested.

And Magnus is our mate, Ruby replied. Which is more important?

Her dragon gave no answer as she tucked in her wings and aimed for the valley where Tiberius and Helena were waiting. But as they neared the valley, a large dragon uncurled itself from a mountain peak and rose up before them. Helena was majestic.

And she knows it, Ruby’s dragon replied. But that didn’t stop the thrill of excitement coursing through her body as she opened her wings and chased Helena along the top of high ridges, bouncing off mountain peaks in a game of cat and mouse, until finally, they spiraled down together to land on the ledge outside Helena’s home.

Helena shifted immediately, laughing as she joined Tiberius who stood under the overhang that protected the cave system in which they’d made their home. “That was fun.”

Ruby landed carefully and lowered her body so Magnus could dismount. Looking sheepish at her mate, she gave him a dragon grin, hoping he’d forgive her for the ride since she’d almost forgotten he was there as she’d chased after Helena.

“You must be Magnus.” Helena rushed forward and hugged him, while Tiberius shook his hand.

“Good to meet you,” Tiberius said. “You have to excuse my wife’s excitement, she’s like this every time she meets a new dragon.”

“Good to meet you both. But I’m not a dragon,” Magnus informed them solemnly.

“Not yet,” Helena replied. “But I am convinced Tiberius can solve this conundrum. Ever since we found out there were more dragons he has gone back to his studies.” She smiled in adoration of her husband. Helena might be the stuff of myths and legends, but she loved her husband very much.

“I have been seeking out the ancient tomes, filled with enough dry reading to make me choke,” Tiberius said. “Those guys really needed to get a life.”

“Thank you for letting us stay,” Ruby said as she joined them. She hugged Alex’s parents.

“Any time, we are family.” Helena’s words reminded Ruby of how she’d acted toward Sapphi. It was a lesson learned and not one she would repeat.

“Come, let’s eat and you can tell us everything.” Tiberius led them inside. The caves were light and airy, with comfortable soft furnishings, most of which looked handmade. The large table they ate around was hand-carved, too, but then with no TV and no internet, they had to do something to fill their days.

I can just imagine you sitting around a fire on a winter’s eve knitting baby clothes, her dragon said.

Ruby kept her answer to herself. But her dragon was right. Living here might be safe, but it also promised to be boring.

So we fight for the life we want, her dragon told her.

Ruby sighed. We fight for the life we want.

“And you can’t remember waking up?” Tiberius asked Magnus as he cleared the plates after the meal of rice and vegetables flavored with herbs from the garden Tiberius tended each day.

“No. Nothing. My first memories are from when I met Fara about a hundred feet down from the cave entrance.” Magnus looked relaxed as he sipped a homemade beer. “This is good.”

“I grow the hops myself,” Tiberius said.

“I’d love to see them. The new world is so different than the old world I lived in.” Magnus took another gulp of beer, looking the most relaxed she’d seen him.

“I agree,” Helena said. “I don’t get the need for all these new gadgets people can’t seem to live without.”

“And since when did a horse and wagon not get you where you wanted to go?” Magnus asked with a nod. “Life is so fast today.”

Great. Ruby might not like this simple way of life, but what if Magnus did? Would she give up everything to make him happy?

“Do you think you can help?” Ruby asked, wanting an end to the nostalgic conversation of which she had no part in.

“Perhaps. There is a temple high on a peak to the north where the great dragon masters lived. Shanrah Da, the locals call it. Untouchable by man. There are many books there that I haven’t read yet. Tomorrow we should go and take a look at them. Between us, we may find what we need.”

“We should all get an early night,” Helena said. “We’ll start out at first light and spend the day at the temple.”

“Shall we help you clear everything away?” Ruby asked.

“I’ll do that while Helena shows you to your bedroom.” Tiberius lit a stove and set water to boil. “Goodnight.”

“Night.” Ruby followed Helena into a tunnel leading off the kitchen.

“Good night and thank you, Tiberius,” Magnus said and nodded, before joining the two women.

“Here, it’s a comfortable room,” Helena said. “Help yourself to whatever you need.”

“Thanks again, Helena. For everything.” Ruby went to the bed and sat down as Helena left the room, closing the door behind her. “I’m so tired.”

Magnus flopped down on his back beside her. “Do you think he can do it?”

Ruby lowered herself down next to him, and he put his arm around her shoulders, holding her close. “Tiberius is a good man. If anyone can find a way, he will.” She turned onto her side and kissed his cheek. “And if it doesn’t work out on this visit, we can come back.”

“Or stay here until we do find an answer,” Magnus replied, stroking her hair. “I could imagine you here working the gardens and tending to my needs.”

Her face clouded, but she held her tongue, too tired to argue with him now.

“In my time, a man was the master and the woman his chattels…”

That did it. “We do not live in your time, Magnus.” She went to get up but he pulled her back down beside him.

“A woman should clean the house, tend the garden, wash the clothes and service her man’s every need.”

“In my world, men and women are equal.” Her eyes flashed. If he wanted a fight, he was about to get one. But then his eyes crinkled, and he burst out laughing.

Swatting him on the chest, she refused to see the funny side of his jest, until he said, “I don’t think I will ever be your equal, Ruby. You are incredible.”

“Don’t ever forget that. Even if you do get your memories back. If you want someone to wash your clothes, get a maid.”

“And what about servicing my every need?” he asked.

Ruby moved to straddle his thighs, her fingers entwining with his, and she lifted his hands above his head, pinning him down to the bed. “Only if you service mine in return.”

“I promise.”

“Well then.” She lowered her head and kissed his lips, feeling him harden beneath her. Slowly, she rubbed herself against him. He hardened further, and the breath hissed through his teeth. 

Rolling her onto her back, he kissed her mouth until she was breathless. “I have lost my heart to you, Ruby red dragon.”

She threaded her fingers through his hair. “And I’ve lost my heart to you, Magnus Dumas.”

“I will always hold it safe,” he promised, and she believed him.


Chapter Eighteen – Magnus

“Is this your idea of an early start?” Ruby asked as he kissed his way down her spine.

“It is. Do you like it?” His hand caressed her breasts and she wriggled back against him.

“I could get used to it, sure beats an alarm.” She turned around and cupped his face in her hand, stroking his cheek. “I love you, Magnus Dumas.”

“Will you still love me when I get my memories back?” he asked, kissing her lips.

“I will. Because you’re mine. Fate brought us together, and if that’s so I can turn a bad man into a good man, I’m up for the challenge.” Their eyes met, and she held his gaze. “But I don’t think you are bad. I think you are the best of men. I believe you are the best of men.”

“And that is why I love you, Ruby red dragon.” He inhaled her scent, his pupils dilated with desire. “Because you believe in me. An old man out of time.”

“You fit in here.” Ruby traced her fingers along his chest, circling his nipple. “You, Tiberius and Helena like the quiet life the mountain offers.”

He brushed the hair back from her face and kissed her lips lightly. “But this isn’t your world, Ruby, and your world is the one I want to live in.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I’d live with you wherever made you happy.”

“And I know you would not be happy here hidden away from the world. You belong out there, vibrant and beautiful.” He kissed her neck, nipping the sensitive skin. “Beauty should never be hidden away.”

“You are biased,” Ruby replied.

“No, I am the only man alive with great taste.” He lifted her and laid her on her back, covering her body with his, wanting to protect her from the world but knowing he could not. In the same way he feared he could not protect his sister from the world. But Ruby was strong, confident and smart, she could look after herself.

“Are you going to make love to me, or just flatter me?” Ruby asked, wrapping her legs around him.

“I thought a lady liked to be sweet-talked.” He stroked her skin, enjoying her reactions as heat filled her body. Ruby brought a whole new meaning to hot. Pressing his lips to her skin, he covered her neck with soft butterfly kisses, while she ran her fingers through his hair, cradling his head in her arms.

Angling his body, he nestled between her thighs. He wanted her. Before the day began and he was thrust into the unknown, he wanted to make love to his mate. When they returned after visiting the temple, they might both be changed. Him by his memories and Ruby by her reaction to the man he really was.

Ruby stroked his thighs, raking her fingers lightly over his back. He shivered with desire, she excited him. In response, his cock hardened, and he rocked his hips back and forth stimulating them both. Tugging his hair, she lifted his head and stared into his eyes, before a secret smile spread across her face and she kissed him.

Their tongues entwined as their lips moved, sensuous and sweet. She tasted faintly metallic, and a unique creature, born of myth and legend, shimmered beneath the surface. With a groan, he guided himself into her, sliding along her inner walls, the friction of flesh against flesh incredibly satisfying.

Who was he kidding? He would never be satisfied until he made her come around him. He wanted her to cry out his name, and let the world know she was his. Here, high in the mountains, he felt closer to the other side of himself, the side that was hidden from him by a veil. Had he visited here before? Was this where the whole thing started?

He lunged forward, filling her completely, his blood hot as it pumped through his veins. If he closed his eyes and concentrated, would he see his dragon? But when he closed his eyes all he saw was the image of Ruby, his mate. The one being in this world he could not live without.

He pulled back and then thrust forward, leaving her gasping for air as their kiss deepened. In and out, he plundered her mouth with his tongue, while he impaled her on his hard length. She consumed him, he wanted to be everything for her and more.

His fingers curled around the pillow, and he grasped it as he fought for control. He needed to come, but he wanted to satisfy his mate first. Sliding his hand under her bottom, he held her in place, while he thrust hard into her. Ruby tightened her grip on him, pressing her fingernails into his flesh and whispering in his ear, urging him on.

When he could hold out no longer, he cried out her name, jerking hard into her as he filled her with his essence. For a moment, his skin tingled, and the air filled with static electricity. Had he imagined it?

Real or not, it set off a chain reaction in Ruby’s body and she came. Her inner walls pulsed around him, and she bit down on his neck, muffling her cries. They hung together outside of time and space, their bodies joined as they climaxed together. Magnus wanted this moment to last forever. 

When it passed, leaving them completely spent, he searched for the creature he’d sensed inside him. But he was gone. 

“I wish every morning could start that way,” Ruby told him as they lay together, watching the sun grow brighter in the small window which was the only natural light source in the room. However, the room was constructed in such a way that the light streamed in through the window and reflected onto a smooth rock wall, with threads of some kind of crystal running through it. The crystal glowed, as if absorbing the light and multiplying it.

“So do I.” He kissed her lips. “But we have to go.”

“I know.” She got up out of bed and walked naked to the adjoining bathroom. “This is the day we get some answers. I can feel it,” she said as she entered the bathroom, leaving him lying on the bed, acutely aware she was gone.

With a sigh, he got up and dressed, pulling on his combat pants and hiking boots. He would be riding on Ruby’s back, but once inside the temple, he wanted to be ready for anything. There was a very strong protective streak running through him and if he could not shift into a dragon to protect Ruby, his fists would have to do the job.

Ten minutes later, Ruby and Magnus were sitting outside on the cliff which acted like a balcony. The sun was rising higher in the sky, taking the chill out of the mountain air, but Magnus was grateful for the warm clothes he’d brought with him.

“We’ll leave soon,” Tiberius said as he poured more coffee into their cups.

“How far is the temple?” Ruby asked.

Tiberius pointed into the distance. “A couple of miles due north.”

“Is it inhabited?” Magnus asked as he bit into the fresh mango, that was sweet and juicy but no match for Fara’s bacon and eggs.

“There are a couple of monks who live there. They rarely talk and are happy for me to visit.” Tiberius sat back and drank his coffee, staring in the direction of the temple.

“And they are fans of dragon shifters?” Ruby asked. “What I mean is, are they the kind of monks who like to cast Ancient Slumber?”

Magnus liked her blunt attitude. “We should know if we’re likely to run into trouble.”

“They have met Helena and treated her with respect,” Tiberius informed them. “I have no reason to doubt they won’t be the same toward you, too.”

Ruby nodded. “We’ve come all this way, so I don’t intend to go home without at least trying to find an answer.”

“Tell me, Tiberius. Do you have any idea what might have caused my memory loss?” Magnus asked.

“I can only presume.” Tiberius looked at Ruby and then his gaze shifted to focus on Magnus. “Perhaps someone blended two spells. They could have added something to the Ancient Slumber spell to make you forget. But why? The chances of a dragon being awoken from Ancient Slumber on purpose are slim. It would take a spell to reverse the curse. But I have never found the spell. Or, it would mean a dragon’s mate passing by. How many years did it take for that to happen?”

Ruby sighed. “Damn it. I hate not knowing.”

“I’m ready to go,” Helena said as she joined them.

“Good.” Tiberius kissed her cheek and then took the cups back to the kitchen. Magnus jumped up and helped clear their breakfast dishes. “It’s the least I can do since you two ladies are our rides.”

“I like you, Magnus,” Helena said, grinning at Ruby. “He reminds me of Tiberius.” She dropped her voice, but Magnus still heard her. “Willing and easy to mold.”

Ruby watched Magnus as he left the room. “I like him just the way he is.”

“So you think now,” Helena informed her. “But wait until you’ve been around him for a few months.”

“We are ready.” Tiberius was dressed in a thick fur coat, and Magnus dragged on the jacket Fara had loaned him.

“Okay. Let’s go.” Helena walked to the edge of the balcony and shifted. Tiberius strode up to her and climbed onto her back as if he had done so a million times. Which he probably had. Tiberius and Helena were so in tune with each other. Living together probably did that to a couple.

“Our turn.” Magnus arched an eyebrow.

Ruby closed the space between them, kissed his cheek and then walked to the edge of the ledge and shifted. Magnus didn’t attempt to emulate Tiberius, instead, he climbed on the dragon’s back, smoothing his hand across her scales before grabbing hold of her spine and sitting astride her.

She turned her head to look at him, and he was certain she winked before she dropped off the edge of the ledge in a free fall that sent them plummeting toward the valley below. For a moment his head swam and he had visions of them both dying a horrible death, but then she pulled out of the dive, beating her wings strong and fast to rise high above the mountains.

His heart raced, and his stomach lurched, but he had never felt so alive. He had stared death in the face and lived. Laughing, he patted her shoulder and scanned the sky for Helena. The larger dragon was a couple of hundred feet in front and Ruby flew faster to catch up with them.

The two dragons flew side by side. Up here, there seemed to be no need for them to hide despite the ease of which they could be seen by anyone in the mountains.

“I’ve been working on a cloaking spell,” Tiberius called. “From below we look like clouds moving across the sky.”

Ruby lifted her head and glanced at Tiberius with a look of approval. Then her head snaked back around to look ahead, where the temple appeared. Small at first then growing bigger with each beat of her wings, they closed in on the squat stone building that clung to the mountainside.

Helena moved ahead and angled her body toward a wide ledge that stuck out like a lip. It could almost have been made for dragons to land. She lowered herself down and made a perfect landing. Tiberius slid down off her back and landed nimbly on his feet, before moving back out of Helena’s way. The large dragon shimmered out of this world, and then the human form of Helena appeared.

Ruby landed and soon the four people were entering the belly of the building. “Where do we look first?” Ruby asked.

Tiberius led them to a large room filled with scrolls and books. “In here, although it’s not in any order. We just have to wade through.”

“Great. More books,” Magnus said as they all started leafing through the old manuscripts.

As he picked up and then discarded a book on dragon harnesses, a movement caught his eye. Instinctively, he moved toward Ruby. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“We’re being watched.” He kept his voice low as he scanned the room. Helena and Tiberius were nowhere to be seen.

However, they were not alone. Four shadowy figures appeared in the room, then the air shimmered and two wolves stood on one side of them, and two bears stood on the opposite side.

It was an ambush, they were under attack.


Chapter Nineteen – Ruby

Ruby stood back to back with Magnus in a defensive position. “What’s happening?”

“I have no idea,” Magnus replied. “I cannot see Tiberius and Helena, can you?”

She swung her head around, searching the room for them. “Maybe they’re hiding behind the bookcases.”

“Helena doesn’t strike me as the hiding type.” Magnus half turned to look at Ruby, taking his eyes off the shifters, who were circling them, waiting to strike.

“Perhaps they just want to talk.” Ruby figured it was worth a try. She lowered her hands and approached the nearest wolf hoping he spoke English. “We came to look at the books. If we’re trespassing, we’re sorry, we’ll just find our friends and leave.”

The wolf stared her straight in the eyes, and then peeled back his lips and snarled. Magnus moved fast, positioning himself between the wolf and his mate. “I do not think they want to talk.”

“So we fight.” Ruby looked inward for her dragon, who could tear all four shifters to pieces if they didn’t surrender. She didn’t want to, but she could.

Her dragon wasn’t there.

Ruby staggered backward, tripping over her own feet as the gravity of their situation and the loss of her dragon hit her. This is how Magnus felt. Alone inside. A piece of him torn away. The ground rushed toward her as her head swam, but Magnus reached out and grabbed hold of her arm. He would not let her fall.

“Ruby.” His voice filled with pain as he pulled her close.

“I can’t shift.” Her throat constricted as panic gripped her. “Why can’t I shift?” Her dragon was gone.

“I do not know. Maybe there is a curse on this temple that prevents your dragon emerging. That’s why Helena has not shifted.” Magnus put himself between Ruby and the approaching shifters, who were closing in.

“What do we do?” Ruby gathered her wits and stood on her own two feet. She wasn’t the damsel in distress type and never would be. She was a dragon. Just because she couldn’t shift that didn’t make her weak, her dragon was always with her in spirit if not in body.

Rolling her shoulders she cast off the tension in her muscles and raised her fists, ready to fight. Alex had taught her a few self-defense moves, which she’d practiced until she perfected them. But she never expected to use them on shifters with teeth and claws.

“You could shift when we were outside on the ledge. We have to get you back out there.” Magnus lunged at the nearest wolf. With a snarl and a snap of his teeth, the wolf fended him off, but Magnus was fast and smashed his fist into the side of the wolf’s jaw, sending him flying across the hard stone floor. “Go, Ruby. Go!”

Ruby stood her ground. “Not without you. And not without Tiberius and Helena.” She scanned the room for any sign of them. “Where are they?” Sapphi would kill her if they got hurt.

“Agreed, they came here to help me. I’m not leaving without them.” Magnus’s eyes glowed green, and he shimmered as rage took hold of him. Ruby stayed alert to their attackers, but she was mesmerized by him. His dragon was close, she could feel it and longed to reach beneath his skin and drag him out to battle their enemies.

“Watch out.” The other wolf ran at them, and behind him, a bear approached, head down snarling with rage. “Ready?” he asked Ruby.

“Always.” They moved as one, punching and kicking at the creatures, while the fallen wolf got up and whined pitifully. The creatures kept their distance, staying out of reach of Magnus and Ruby. “Let’s circle around and look for the others.”

Magnus moved with her, they were stronger together. As mates, they would always succeed if they were true to themselves and each other. Yet the loss of her dragon hit her hard, threatening to take the strength from her and leave her weak.

The bear rushed them, butting into Ruby and knocking her into the air before she had time to react. He was fast, but Magnus grabbed hold of the creature’s thick brawny neck and wrestled with him, protecting Ruby with his body.

With the wind taken out of her, Ruby took a moment to force the breath into her lungs. Dragging herself to her feet, she saw the other bear shifter, who had not attacked them. He watched as the fight unfolded as if he were assessing them. All was not as it seemed. Were Tiberius and Helena in on this? Was it a test?

Rage filled her, and she called forth her dragon. No one had the right tear them apart. Her dragon was there, under her skin, rushing to meet the other half of herself. But they could not swap places, they could not pierce the veil between human and beast.

Lifting her head, she locked eyes with the bear shifter who had not joined the fight. This was a test, he was responsible for robbing her of her dragon.

What did this mean, what were they trying to prove? If they got it right, was this the key to unlocking Magnus’s dragon?

She joined Magnus, pushing the bear off him with all her strength. But the wolf leaped at them, a snarling ball of gray fur, as he lunged forward, Magnus knocked Ruby out of the way. She fell backward and sprawled to the ground. Magnus would take the full force of the attack in order to save her.

The bear and wolf moved in for the kill.

“Magnus!” Scrambling her to feet, Ruby attempted to drag the wolf off him, but she wasn’t strong enough. Cursing the shifters who were attacking her mate, she pivoted and ran for the bear shifter who was watching the fight. “Stop this!” she yelled at him.

He turned his impassive gaze on her, his bear’s head huge as he studied her dispassionately. Behind her, snarls and growls filled the air. It was probably too late, they would kill Magnus and she would live her life brokenhearted and alone. “Please, he’s done nothing to you.”

Was that true? Were the men from this temple those responsible for casting the Ancient Slumber spell on Magnus? If so, what crime had he committed to warrant such a fate? Why had they locked him away for centuries?

With one last surge of strength, Ruby turned her back on the bear shifter and launched herself at the shifters pinning Magnus down. She could see his fists as they rained down blows on the wolf and the bear. He was fighting for his life and she would live or die by his side. “Run, Ruby!” he yelled at her.

“I can't leave you,” she replied. The wolf was lighter in stature, if she stood any chance of subduing one of their adversaries, it was him. Ruby leaped at the wolf and dug her fingers into his fur. Planting her feet on the floor, she levered herself backward and yanked with all her strength.

“Leave.” Magnus’s voice sounded weaker but she was not willing to give up and admit defeat. But the wolf was too strong and a sob erupted from her throat.

“I can’t leave you.” Her voice cracked as her fingers cramped up and she lost her grip on the wolf.

“You have to.” Tired, his breath ragged, Magnus locked eyes with her. “Don’t die for me.”

“What about Tiberius and Helena?” She sobbed as she realized the futility of her actions. The wolf was too big. Too strong.

“You can't help them if you are dead.” He lifted his head for a moment, summoning his strength as he shouted. “I love you, Now go.”

Ruby stumbled backward. What was she supposed to do? If this was a test, they wouldn't kill Magnus. Would they?

Was he supposed to be willing to die for her? Or was she supposed to be willing to die for him?”

She spun around and looked at the old bear shifter, who stood in the same spot, unmoved by the fight. “What do you want?” She ran to him her hands outstretched. “You want me to choose? My mate or my dragon? Life or death?” There was no choice. Without Magnus, there was no life. Her dragon would understand that. She wasn’t choosing Magnus over her dragon because they couldn't live without him, not now.

Wearily, she turned around and searched the room for a weapon. All she saw were scrolls and books. Perhaps if she broke one of the bookcases up and made a stake. That would work, a stake through the heart didn't just work on vampires. But as she ran to the bookshelf, and lifted her leg, ready to kick it over, a shout rang out.

“Enough!” The old bear had shifted back into his human form and stood with his hand raised, his voice a command that could not be ignored.

The bear and two wolves released Magnus, who looked relatively unscathed, except for blood dripping from a wound on his forehead. Ruby rushed forward, and knelt beside him, pulling her mate into a sitting position. “Are you okay?”

He nodded, touching his fingers to his forehead. “Nothing that won’t heal.”

The bear and wolves stood together, shaking their heads and licking their wounds. “I don’t understand.” Ruby got up and pulled Magnus to his feet. Together they turned to face the old man. Tiberius and Helena appeared from behind the bookshelves. “You were watching the whole time?”

Helena rushed to her side and took her hand. “I’m sorry, we couldn’t help you.”

“Because it was a test.” Ruby’s face set firm as she took a step toward the old man. “Explain.”

“Ruby, this is the head of the temple.” Tiberius’s voice held a warning, but she didn’t care.

“Well, he needs a lesson in how to treat his guests.” Her fists were clenched at her sides, but as she stared at him, his face broke into a smile and then he laughed.

“You might be right,” the old man said, coming down the stairs to stand before her. “I had my reasons.”

“And what were those, old man?” Magnus asked, wiping the blood from a cut on his lip. Ruby longed to kiss his poor bruised face better. Right after she’d torn a strip off the head of the temple. Who did he think he was attacking them like that? Was he worried they were going to steal his books?

Tiberius coughed and raised his eyebrows. “What do you have to do with this, Tiberius?” Ruby squared up to Alex’s dad, which inflamed Helena, who still held Ruby’s hand. A rush of warmth fed through her fingers where Helena gripped them as her temper rose.

“You came to us for help,” Helena told Ruby. “Tiberius got you the help you needed.”

“This is your way of helping?” Ruby asked scathingly. “Hiding while we got attacked?”

“It was a test to see if your dragon mate is worthy,” the old man said, stepping down off the stairs to stand before Magnus.

“And am I worthy?” Magnus asked, his voice strained.

The man nodded. “You and your mate both passed the test.” He glanced across to Ruby. “I thought you were going to run out on him.”

“Never,” Ruby replied hotly. “I was confused for a moment at the loss of my dragon. Then I realized that if I left and my dragon returned to me, we would die of a broken heart without Magnus. There was no choice.”

“Textbook answer,” the old man said. “Now, let’s have a look at you, Magnus Dumas.”

“Do you know me?” Magnus asked, his eyes fixed on the old man.

“No. But I have heard of you. Your name is written in the book of lost dragons.” He leaned forward and sniffed Magnus. “Your dragon is inside you. Deep inside you. He is still asleep, and cannot lift his head to breathe the free air.”

“Can you help him?” Ruby asked, her voice softer now that she knew no one meant them any harm. “Can you free his dragon and his memories?”

“Yes,” the old man answered simply. “If he wants them returned.”

Magnus eyed the old man thoughtfully. “At what cost?”

“To me or to you?” the old man asked, then answered, “Both must pay a price.” 

Magnus’s jaw tightened as he surveyed the man before him. “What is the cost to me?”

“You have to part with some of your treasure.” The old man grinned, his teeth still surprisingly good for his age.

“Done.”

The old man’s grin widened. “A dragon who is not going to barter?”

“Take it all if you want it. I need my memories, I need to know what happened to my sister.” His eyes flashed as his emotions welled inside him, threatening to spill out.

“Your sister. Therein lies a mystery. Tiberius tells me she was not with you while you slept.” The old man nodded, while the shifters still surrounding them shuffled with agitation.

“She died,” Magnus said bluntly.

The old man shook his head. “No, no, no. She was very much alive when you both disappeared.”

The color drained from Magnus’s face. “Are you certain?”

“Yes. As certain as I can be. Your sister’s name is written alongside yours as lost. Not dead.”

“But I saw someone stab her. There was a flash of memory and she was dead. Stabbed by a man I didn’t know.” His voice shook as he ground out the words. “I should have protected her.”

“How do you know you didn’t?” the old man asked. “Half a memory is worse than none. Just like half a dragon shifter is useless if you want to fly.”

“I am ready,” Magnus stated firmly.

“You might not like who you are.” The old man watched for his reaction.

“Who I was,” Magnus corrected him. “I know who I am now, and no matter what I may have done in my past, this is me.” He reached for Ruby and she went to him. “This is me.”

“Very well.” The old man put his hands on Magnus’s head and closed his eyes. Ruby kept her questions to herself as the old man concentrated hard, his eyes screwed shut and his forehead beaded with sweat. She wanted this to be over, but she also wanted to know who had done this to Magnus.

Magnus jolted backward. The old man moved with him, never letting go as he kept the pressure on Magnus’s head. Magnus groaned and his eyes flickered as if he were experiencing REM sleep. Her mate cried out, and Ruby lunged forward, but Tiberius grabbed her wrist and kept her back out of the way.

“He needs to finish this, or Magnus’s memories will be scrambled.” Tiberius pulled her into his arms.

“I’m so sorry we had to trick you, Ruby.” Helena held both her hands. “It was the only way we could get the head of the temple to agree to unlock Magnus’s memories and his dragon. He wanted proof that Magnus wasn’t a bad dragon. Many were put into Ancient Slumber to protect the world. He had to be certain he wasn’t about to unleash a terrible blight on humanity.”

“I understand.” She fixed Helena with a haunted stare. “I do understand. And thank you. Both of you. This is Magnus’s best hope. I’m just scared of what he’ll remember.”

“He has a good heart,” Helena said.

“That’s not the part I’m worried about. It’s the memories themselves, of his mom, of his sister. We don’t know what happened to her. And we don’t know who did it, or why Magnus was put under the curse.” Ruby watched as the old man released Magnus and took a step back. “But we might be about to find out.”

Magnus opened his eyes and stared blankly for a moment as if he didn’t know where he was. Then he turned, his attention fixed on Ruby. “I remember.”

Ruby’s heart hammered in her chest. The past and the present were now integrated. Magnus was whole. His dragon realigned with him. But she could not celebrate yet. Not until he told them all he knew of the ancient curse that had put him to sleep, and who was responsible.


Chapter Twenty – Magnus

I remember. The words rattled around in his head, bouncing off the side of his skull along with various other images of his past life. For that was how he saw it. The past and his future with Ruby were two different things. It was as if he had been reincarnated, only instead of starting off as a baby, he’d been born a grown man.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Ruby asked gently, her hand resting on his arm as if he might break, her words gentle as if he were a child.

He blinked, trying to focus on her face. But a stray memory floated past his eyes and he was drawn to it, like a moth to the flame. “Emilia.”

“Do you remember what happened to her?” Ruby prompted.

“Let him take his time,” the old man said. Ruby dragged her attention away from Magnus, she was about to tell him to mind his own business, until she saw him slumped against two men. The wolves had shifted back to their human forms and stood, one on either side, supporting him. He had been truthful when he said the process would exact a price from both of them.

“I am able to speak.” Magnus’s voice didn’t feel like his own, it belonged to someone else. He coughed, and his gut wrenched, the fight with the bear and wolves had left him bruised and battered. His blood rushed through his veins, burning hot, and the sound of dry leathery wings brushed against this mind. His dragon wanted to come out to play and exact his revenge on all those who had wronged him. “Peregrine Manning.”

“That’s who put you to sleep?” Ruby asked quickly, her hands resting one on each arm.

“Yes. He took my memories and put me to sleep.” His brow creased as he pictured the scene. “He was in love with Emilia but was not her true mate. He said that if he could not have her, no one would.”

Ruby’s eyes widened. “She’s asleep too?”

He nodded once. “He paid a man to cast the Ancient Slumber spell on her. Knowing I would not stop until I found her, he cast it on me too. But Perry was scared I would wake up and remember, he added the memory spell.” He looked into Ruby’s beautiful face and lifted his hand to stroke her cheek. “I know where she is.”

“Where?” Ruby asked, her fingers curling into his sweater as he got ready to run out of the temple. “Wait, you have to calm down.”

“She is asleep, all alone.” Didn’t Ruby understand his sister was alone, unprotected now that her big brother was gone?

“Take a deep breath.” Ruby looked into his face and breathed deeply before letting it out. “How do you intend to wake her?”

Confusion hit Magnus square between the eyes. Ruby was right, he could find his sister, but unless they found her mate, she would remain in a deep sleep. “Can you help?”

The old man nodded. “I need something that belongs to her. A lock of hair, a scale off her back.”

“She is in dragon form.” He switched his attention to Ruby. “We need to leave now. We can be there and back again by nightfall.”

“Wait a minute.” She pulled him back. Why was she trying to stop him? “We can’t fly back to Bear Creek in the light. We have to wait until it’s dark.”

He was a mighty dragon, he could do as he pleased! The words brushed against his mind.

Hello, old friend, he said to his dragon.

We have been apart too long, now let us leave this place and wreak vengeance on all those who plot our doom.

You do not remember, do you? Magnus asked his dragon.

I remember we were betrayed! His dragon breathed fire, scorching flames meant to destroy their enemies.

“Magnus. Come back to me.” Filled with urgency, Ruby’s voice filtered through his thoughts and pulled him back to the present, and his mate.

“Sorry. There’s so much to piece together, it’s like a mosaic, all fragmented but somehow it all fits together and tells the story of my life.” He looked at the floor, focusing on calming breaths.

“We should eat,” the old man said and the two men at his side led him back up the stone steps. “You need to regain your strength.”

Ruby looked at Tiberius and asked, “Should we follow?”

“Yes. Magnus should rest before he risks flying.” Tiberius followed the shifters with Helena at his side.

“I think we can trust them,” Magnus assured her when he sensed her reservations.

“Yeah, says the man who was attacked by two wolves and a bear.”

I like her, his dragon told him, puffing smoke from his nostrils.

So do I, Magnus replied. Very much. Although love was probably a more appropriate word. He loved Ruby as much as life itself.

“Once Magnus has eaten we can see what this dragon of his looks like.” Helena’s excitement brimmed over, but Magnus couldn’t allow himself to share in it. Not when his sister had been so cruelly used. “Better than your human side I hope.”

“Helena is right. You look terrible,” Ruby told him bluntly.

“I feel it,” he replied, rubbing his jaw. His dragon wasn’t happy, he wanted to fly. Now. For centuries he had been trussed up inside Magnus’s head and now he wanted out. He needed to stretch his wings and fly high above the mountains, and then dive down on his adversaries and tear them to shreds.

They are all gone, Magnus informed his dragon as they followed the old man and his shifter bodyguards.

All gone? His dragon questioned.

Yes, we have slept for so long they are dust and ash. All except Emilia, we must focus on her. She needs us.

His dragon swished his tail like an angry cat. We cannot have our revenge?

No.

“Please, sit and eat,” the old man invited them to sit at his table and Magnus obliged, even though it took all his strength to keep his dragon in check.

“You said you could wake Emilia?” Ruby asked as she helped herself to fresh fruit and bread, washed down with some kind of tea. “Would her necklace do? We found it with Magnus’s treasure.” She turned to him and nudged him. “Do you have it?”

He retrieved it from his pocket and handed it to the old man. “This was Emi’s.”

The old man took it wearily from Magnus and turned it over in his hand. “As pretty as it is, this is not a part of her. I need something organic. Not a possession.”

“Do you know exactly where she is?” Ruby asked Magnus. “We can go to her, grab something and come back. I can do the round trip tonight if we leave early.”

“I know where she is.” Magnus reached into his pocket and took out the luminescent scale. “But we have something that belongs to her.” He opened his hand and showed the old man. “This does not belong to me.”

“Are you sure?” Ruby asked.

“Yes, I am darker in color. As you will see when I shift.” He studied the old man’s face. “Can you do it?”

The old man nodded. “Return tonight just before you leave. The magic needs the moon’s rays. Once the moon shines down on us, the spell will be ready, and you can return home and wake your sister.”

“Thank you,” Magnus said. “And what about payment? For everything you have done for me and my family.”

The old man smiled. “You will pay me what you believe I deserve.”

Magnus raised a chuckle, feeling much better after the food and tea. “My treasure hoard is not that big. The help you have given me is beyond price.”

“Then bring the item you value the most,” the old man said under the watchful eyes of his helpers, who were devoted to the old man. They must be some kind of cult of the dragon.

“You hold the thing most precious to me.” Magnus inclined his head.

“This?” the old man held up the pendant.

“Yes, it belonged to my mother. When she died it passed to my sister, who swore she would never take it off.” He tilted his head, remembering the scene vividly. “Peregrine Manning took it from her. He put my sister to sleep and kept it as a memento along with a scale. This scale.” The memory was clearer now, the details coming into focus. “But I happened upon him after the deed was done. He was walking back down the mountainside with the villain who cast the spell. I confronted him demanding to know where Emilia was. He said she had fallen and that he would show me where she lay dead.”

“Magnus, I’m so sorry.” Ruby reached out for his hand and he turned his troubled face to hers.

“I thought she was dead. That memory became jumbled up with the man who stabbed Emilia, I believe it was because the brigand's actions set this whole chain of events in motion.” His hand gripped Ruby’s, he wanted to hold onto her and never let go.

“I don’t understand, what does Emilia getting stabbed have to do with Peregrine Manning?” Ruby asked quietly.

Magnus sat still for a moment, composing his thoughts. “We were at the cottage, Emilia was picking strawberries to take into town and sell. A man came. A bad man. He tried to grab Emilia, but she fought him off, she was strong. I heard her scream and ran to the cottage, I tried to chase him away, but he pulled a knife and stabbed Emilia. There was so much blood.” His hands trembled as he remembered the sight of her blood. Dark red against the vibrant red of the strawberries.

“But she didn’t die?” Ruby prompted as he drifted away with his clouded thoughts.

He shook his head. “No. I called for help. Peregrine Manning was riding by, he picked Emilia up, placed her on his horse and took her to his mansion. There he called a doctor who treated her wounds. But she could not be moved for several weeks. During that time, he fell in love with Emilia. It was then that I painted his portrait, as a thank you for helping us. I had no money to repay him, you see.”

“What about your treasure?” Helena asked.

“That was stored away in the caves. But we never went there. We were content to live as we were, safe. Or so we thought.” His eyes stared past Ruby, seeing the cottage and Emilia’s face. He could reach out and touch her. “The painting attracted a lot of attention, I was asked to paint several more portraits. Perry was more than willing to introduce me to his friends. I did not realize it was because he was in love with my sister.”

“Peregrine Manning was in love with Emilia,” Ruby repeated. “That’s why he put her to sleep? Unrequited love.”

“Yes, when at last he admitted his love to my sister, she told him she could never be his, she belonged to another.” He smiled wistfully. “She loved Perry in her own way, but she knew one day she would find her mate and that would break his heart.”

“She did the honorable thing,” Tiberius told Magnus.

“Indeed. What I did not know was the extent of the love and trust she had for Perry. If I did I would not have been taken by surprise on the mountain that day.” Magnus smiled wryly.

“Emilia told Manning she was a dragon shifter.” Tiberius nodded as if picturing the events that unfolded.

“She did. She even showed him, I suspect. Emilia could never know how deep his love went and how possessive Perry was.”

“If he could not have her, no one could,” Helena murmured. “It is an age-old human fallacy.”

“And so, he found a man who could put her to sleep. He did not wish to see her in the arms of another. I can only guess he tricked her while she was in her human form and took her into the mountains. He must have removed the pendant before the spell was cast and she turned into her dragon. A keepsake to remember her by while she slept on her treasure.”

“Why were you on the mountain?” Ruby asked.

“I broke my promise.” Magnus shook his head.

“Your dragon,” Ruby whispered. “You shifted.”

“Yes, and I sensed Emilia.” He put his face in his hands, tired of all the memories in his head. So much sadness, he longed to sort through them until he found the happy times. “I think Perry knew I would be there. He knew I was a dragon shifter too. He had no interest in our treasure, only my sister. He offered me a choice. He reminded me of my promise to never leave Emi alone. I chose to sleep so she would not be alone if she woke from the spell. I had already broken one promise to Emi by shifting. Perhaps it I was the reason Perry knew about dragons. It did not matter. He had cast the spell she was already asleep. I could not break another promise and so I stayed with her.”

The old man reached out and curled Magnus’s fingers around the pendant. “This is yours, your debt is paid. The story you told will be written in our journals.”

“You don’t want treasure?” Helena asked with surprise, as only a dragon would.

“We live a simple life.”

“Thank you.” Tears misted Magnus’s eyes.

The old man bowed and got up. “Leave now, I must rest. Return when the moon rises and the potion will be ready.”

They got up, giving the old man their thanks. Magnus could not bring himself to acknowledge the three shifters who had fought with him. He might be a good man, but the memories in his head did not allow him to be in a forgiving mood.

“How are you feeling?” Ruby asked as they made their way out of the temple and into the daylight.

“Are you asking if I am ready to shift?” Magnus asked as he walked to the edge of the ledge and looked down.

“Are you ready?” Tiberius asked.

“We’ll soon see.” Magnus took a step off, his arms out wide as he fell down toward the jagged rock two hundred feet below. Behind him, he heard Ruby cry out and then he sensed her following him down into the valley below.

Static electricity filled the air as if a storm was brewing. It crackled down the side of the steep cliffs, fizzing and sparkling. Ruby had shifted. Now it was his turn. Letting his mind go blank, he relaxed the hold on his dragon and allowed him to take control. For a moment, neither of them existed in the same world as their mate. The loss was acute, and his dragon raced forward, his dark green scales reflecting the midday sun.

His dragon opened his mouth and flames spurted out and he roared loudly, telling the world he was back.

Next to him, Ruby appeared, a slash of red against the gray rocks. Together, they rose up, beating their wings in time with each other. Then the dance began, circling each other, entwining their necks as they flew in spirals toward the ground, only to rise up again like the phoenix from the flames.

And just like the phoenix, he had been reborn, and he rejoiced in this new chance at life and his newfound happiness.


Chapter Twenty-One – Ruby

After an afternoon of rest, they were ready to leave. Okay, there had been little rest, more of an afternoon of waiting around for night to fall.

A nervous energy filled Magnus, and he could barely sit still for five minutes before he got up and paced the floor. Eventually, Tiberius had asked him to help dig a hole. Ruby wasn’t sure if the hole needed to be dug, but they dug it all the same.

Now, they were ready to fly home. Helena and Tiberius would fly with them to the temple and then Ruby and Magnus would fly home alone.

“Thank you for everything,” Ruby said to Helena, giving her a hug.

“You are welcome, I’m sorry we deceived you.” Helena hugged her right back.

“It all turned out okay in the end.” Ruby cast a glance over to Magnus, who was talking to Tiberius. “I just hope we can wake Emilia. I don’t think Magnus will rest until she’s awake. I don’t want to live my life in a cave guarding a sleeping dragon, even if she is my sister-in-law.”

Helena raised her eyebrow. “Does that mean Magnus has proposed?”

“No.” Ruby blushed bright red. “I just mean…”

Helena laughed. “I know what you mean, but I couldn’t resist a little fun. I wish you could have stayed longer. Perhaps you can come for another visit and maybe bring Emilia if she wakes up.”

“We will. I’m sure Emilia will want to come and thank the old man in person.” Ruby sensed movement and looked up to see Magnus watching her. He wanted to go and edged toward the ledge. “It’s time.”

Helena looked outside the cave. “It’s barely dusk.” She sighed as she saw Ruby’s expression. “You can’t wait to see Magnus fly again, can you?”

“Nope.” Ruby swayed from side to side, unable to contain her excitement. “I am more than ready.”

“Come. The moon rises early.” Helena held her hand out to Tiberius and they walked out to join Magnus on the ledge overlooking the secluded valley. Above them, the first stars of the night were flickering in the heavens, while a sliver of moon rose above the mountain peaks, to begin its nightly trek across the sky.

“It was good to meet you, Magnus.” Tiberius gave him a hug. “Come back soon.”

“We will.” Magnus turned to Ruby. “Shall we.” He held out his hand to her.

As her hand slid into his, her skin tingled with recognition. His touch was warm as if finding his dragon had heated up his blood a few degrees. They exchanged a look, filled with longing and desire, and then their dragons took over and they jumped off the ledge into the dark abyss below.

Her hand slipped out of his as they both shifted. Within seconds their free-falling human bodies were replaced by dragons. Green and red, they rose up racing toward the moon, before diving back down and racing toward the temple and joining Helena as she flew with Tiberius on her back.

Landing at the temple, Ruby had some misgivings, the scene from earlier in the day when Magnus was trapped under the shifters appeared in her mind, along with a fear she would lose him before she really got to know him.

“Here is the potion as promised,” the old man appeared from the shadows.

“Do we have to get her to drink it?” Ruby asked dubiously. How did you force a dragon to drink a potion? Awake or asleep, she did not want the job of prizing open a dragon’s jaws. Razor sharp teeth and fiery breath meant almost certain death to anyone who dared. 

“The liquid in the vial must be dropped onto her tongue.” The old man handed the vial over to Magnus. “Good luck.”

The old man’s words didn’t leave Ruby optimistic, but they would try their hardest to get a mighty fire-breathing dragon to open her mouth and drink the potion. “And if it does not work?” Magnus asked.

“Then she will sleep until her mate finds her.” The old man bowed and then backed away into the shadows. “And not before.”

“Thank you,” Magnus called but the old man was gone. He lifted up the vial and looked at it carefully. It shone a luminescent green as the moon’s rays shone down on it. “Damn, I hope this works.”

“Me too,” Ruby agreed. “And the sooner we get going, the sooner we find out.”

Helena pulled her into a bear hug and kissed her cheek. “Come again soon.”

“We will,” Ruby promised. “Hopefully with Emilia. Just think, we’ll outnumber the males again if she does wake.”

“Good point. Harlan will be pleased,” Helena said as she hugged Magnus. “I send all my best wishes and blessings with you, Magnus. I hope this is the beginning of a resurgence in the dragon shifter population. We have been gone from this world too long.”

“Does that mean you would tell people we exist?” Ruby asked.

“Hell, no. But it would be good to have ancient dragons walking the earth who can remember the good old days,” Helena confessed.

“The good old days when dragons ruled the skies and were masters of all they surveyed?” Tiberius winked at Ruby, who covered a smile.

“Yes.” Helena dug his elbow into her husband’s ribs. “I long for the days when humans respected dragons.” She smiled sweetly at her husband, the love they shared evident on her face.

“We’ll see you soon,” Ruby promised. She was ready to be on her way home, flying with her mate by her side, with the wind in her face and the stars above her head.

“Thank you both,” Magnus said as he followed Ruby to the ledge and jumped off the edge. With her feet on the edge of the smooth stone, she watched her mate as he shifted into his dragon. After his first tentative flight, he’d mastered his other side, who was a magnificent beast.

With a sigh, she shifted at the same time as her feet left the ledge. She didn’t dive down into the valley below, instead, she rose up high, chasing the clouds as they floated past the moon. Her dragon took a deep breath which she released in a stream of fire, before beating her wings hard and fast, thrilled to be flying with her mate.

They flew the miles back to Bear Creek as fast as they could. Magnus’s dragon didn’t appear to have suffered any loss of condition while he was under the spell. It was as if he had gone to sleep one day and awoken the next.

They crossed the ocean, then flew high over the land with Ruby guiding them away from airplanes and densely populated areas. Magnus’s dragon had much to learn about the dangers of modern life. But those lessons were for another day.

The nearer they got to Bear Creek, the more Ruby’s concerns grew. If the potion didn’t work. What then?

Do not worry, her dragon told her.

Why, do you know something I don’t? Ruby asked.

Trust in fate, her dragon answered.

Her dragon had a point. If fate brought Magnus and Ruby together even though they were born centuries apart, then maybe it had a similar plan for Emilia. She would awaken at just the right time.

I just hope that time is now, Ruby told her dragon.

Be patient and we shall see. Her dragon glanced across to Magnus and smiled in appreciation. He sure is a fine specimen.

You make it sound as if he belongs in a jar for everyone to look at.

He is for our eyes only, her dragon replied.

In the distance, the tips of the mountains came into view. Home. They had only been gone a short time and yet it seemed like a lifetime since they’d set off to ask Tiberius to help Magnus unlock his memories. And it had worked. Despite her fears, everything had worked out fine.

Her dragon was right. Time to trust in fate.

They circled the mountains, swooping down to survey the rocks Sapphi and Magnus had used to protect the entrance to the cave. All looked secure, and so they moved lower down the mountain, heading for home. They would need a flashlight and perhaps a blanket and some warm clothes for Emilia when she awoke.

Ruby tried not to add, if she awoke, to that thought. She had to stay positive.

Magnus followed as she made her way down the mountain toward the house. The night was dark, and she allowed her senses to roam, searching for other life signs on the mountain and in the skies above. She had sent a brief text to Fiona telling her they were returning early and Ruby half expected them to come and meet Magnus and Ruby. But she could not sense any dragons. However, there were several bears and wolves out on the mountains. Shifters most likely, some solitary, some couples and a group of what she presumed were younger shifters play-fighting in a clearing.

Nothing unusual. 

They flew onwards, more cautious now as they approached the lower slopes of the mountains. She could sense more people. Her family. They were at home, no doubt waiting for them to arrive, or perhaps they were in bed since it was so late. The moon had long passed overhead and was beginning its descent. If they were going to fly up to the cave tonight, they must move fast.

They could always travel there tomorrow morning, but there was no telling what condition Emilia would be in when she woke up and it would be easier to fly her down off the mountain under the cover of darkness. Not to mention they had to remove the large boulders Sapphi and Alex had used to block the path.

Ruby guided Magnus’s dragon to the backyard. She landed and shifted instantly and ran to the house, where she stood and watched the dark green dragon approach. He put his large feet out and spread his wings to slow his descent. Looking awkward, but in control, he landed without leaving large gouges in Fiona’s lawn.

“I’m never going to get used to that,” Magnus told her as he strode toward her, and pulled her into his arms. As he lowered his head to claim her lips, the light from the kitchen lit up the garden. Someone was awake.

He kissed her all the same.

His lips were hot on hers, filled with longing. But he pulled away quickly. “We need to hurry.”

She nodded, pressing her fingertips to her lips. “Let’s get inside and see if everything is okay. Then we get what we need and fly up to the cave. You are sure that’s where Emilia is?”

“Yes, she is much deeper inside the cave system. Perry gave her something to make her human side sleep and then carried her there. Where they performed the spell, which turned her into her dragon and made her sleep.” Magnus swallowed hard as fear for his sister haunted him. “He showed me her dragon asleep on her treasure. I had no choice but to join her, to sleep in the cave and hope to wake if the need to protect her came.”

“It will be all right.” Ruby put her hand on his arm, wanting to comfort him.

“Why couldn’t I sense her? Why couldn’t you sense her when we were inside the cave. She was so close.” His breath shuddered through his body. “Unless she is dead.”

“It may be the sleeping spell.” Terror gripped her. Finding Emilia dead would destroy Magnus. “We should go inside.” 

Fiona looked guilty as Ruby opened the door. Had she been eavesdropping? “Everything okay?” her mom asked quickly as Ruby and Magnus stepped inside.

“Yes,” Ruby said. All she really wanted to do was eat and then crash into bed and sleep for hours. “We’ve come to grab a couple of things and then we’ll get going.”

“We’re all coming too,” Fiona informed them.

“All?” Magnus asked. He stood next to Ruby, his body brushing against hers. Bed had never been so inviting.

“The four of us. Sapphi and Alex are in the living room. Harlan Jr is over at Kim and Jay's. We’re all yours.” As Fiona spoke, Sapphi and Alex entered the kitchen.

“Thank you all.” Ruby left Magnus and went to Sapphi. The sisters hugged and Ruby’s love for her sister swelled. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’m not sure I deserve it.”

“Hey, I understand how hard it must have been when I met Alex. And now you understand what it’s like to have a mate. But we’ll always be sisters. That will never change. And our kids will grow up together. If you decide to have any.” Sapphi pulled away, wiping a tear from her cheek. “Right, what do you need?”

Twenty minutes later, the whole family stood grouped together in the backyard. One at a time they shifted and launched themselves into the air. Magnus and Ruby went first, leading the others to the place where Emilia slept.

Ruby’s stomach turned over as they grew closer, a sense of unease growing. What if Emilia hadn’t survived the long sleep? How would Magnus cope?

We will be there for him, her dragon assured her.

But would that be enough? Ruby replied.

We are about to find out, her dragon replied as she dropped from the sky. With amazing precision, she closed her talons around a large boulder and lifted it off the trail Accounting for the extra weight, she beat her ruby red wings hard, carried it to a flat plateau higher up the mountain and placed it down carefully.

Magnus did the same, and soon the pile of boulders was gone. The dragons were ready to shift and enter the cave on foot.

There’s someone coming, her dragon spoke urgently, as her muscles tensed.

What kind of someone? Ruby asked.

A dragon.

The other dragons were alert and ready to fight, but Alex’s dragon snapped at them, telling them to back down.

It seems Helena wants to be part of the fun. Ruby’s dragon chuckled as the shadow of a huge dragon covered the valley and Helena joined them. Tiberius sat on her back. A dragon and her mate. They moved as one, Tiberius shifting the angle of his body as if he were formed of the same flesh and blood. However, as soon as the great dragon landed, the two parts were torn apart as Tiberius dismounted. Before his feet had touched the ground, Helena shifted and went to his side.

A lump of emotion welled in Ruby’s throat. Would she ever be so in tune with her mate that they would anticipate each other’s moves? Helena and Tiberius moved as if they were dancing partners, their bodies swaying to music no one else could hear.

She snapped back to reality, she was the last dragon to land and the others were waiting for her. She’d only known her mate for a couple of days and she needed to exercise patience.

Her dragon chuckled at that thought and lowered herself to land on the ledge. Ruby shifted and joined the others.

“Lead the way,” Helena said to Magnus.

He looked at Ruby, who nodded and gave him a brief smile. Her heart ached for him as fear flickered over his face. A dragon would bravely fight with tooth and claw for those he loved and overcome the worst foe.

But this was different, this was the unknown. There was nothing to fight except time. And time, like fate, was too powerful for even the mightiest of dragons.


Chapter Twenty-Two – Magnus

She was behind him; her presence gave him comfort as he led them through the small opening and along the narrow tunnel that led to the cave where his treasure lay gleaming and beautiful as several flashlights flickered over it.

“You are right, it does sing to me,” Magnus told his mate.

She moved to stand beside him, her hand searching for his. Fingers entwined as she found his hand. Just as their souls were entwined.

Before his memories were restored he’d known she was his, felt it in his blood, in every beat of his heart. However, since his memories were restored, and his dragon released, the bond between them had grown stronger. It stretched out over time and distance. Unbreakable and strong.

“It is,” Ruby agreed. “But this is not why we came.”

Magnus took a weary breath and then exhaled. A shudder passed through him. “She’s through there. I can just about sense her.”

Ruby shook her head. “I don’t know why I didn’t sense her before.”

“Because you were consumed with your mate,” Fiona told her gently. “When you first meet a mate, it’s all-consuming for you and your dragon. Like first love. Heady and breathtaking, it knocks you senseless.”

“I never knew you felt that way about me,” Harlan said as he joined them.

“I might not have been talking from experience,” Fiona told him acidly, which earned her a kiss on the cheek. “What was that for?”

“Because I love you.” Harlan switched his attention to Magnus. “Do you want us to go first?”

“No.” He had resolved to see this through. “Whatever is waiting for us… Emilia is my sister.” He took the vial from his pocket and looked at it. Could something so small really wake a great beast?

“The old priest at the temple knows what he’s doing,” Tiberius offered.

Magnus glanced at Tiberius. “I have no doubt. My concern is if Perry got the spellmaker to add something else to the Ancient Slumber spell.”

Ruby took a sharp breath. “Like he did to you, making you forget your memories.”

“Exactly.” Magnus pocketed the vial. “Shall we proceed?”

Without waiting for an answer, he strode toward a concealed tunnel at the back of the cave. This section was lower, and they had to duck down. His hair brushed the low stone roof of the tunnel, but he carried on. His senses prickled as they drew closer, the hairs on his neck and lower arms rose as the air filled with static electricity. This wasn’t the same as his cave.

When the tunnel ended abruptly, opening out into a wider cave, he stood up, his throat constricted as he looked down on a sleeping dragon. She was more beautiful than he remembered, her scales a shimmering mass of turquoise, like a warm ocean on a summer’s day.

“Oh, my!” Helena’s gasp echoed around the cave. “What’s this?” She reached out, but Tiberius grabbed her hand and pulled it back.

“There’s a barrier of some kind. Let’s not touch it until we know it won’t harm us. This was put here to protect Emilia from anyone who might try to hurt her or get her treasure.” He let go of his wife’s hand and she dropped it to her side.

“This wasn’t here when I saw her just before I went to sleep. He must have put it here afterward. Perry truly did not want anyone else to have her.” Magnus stared at the sleeping dragon. “Is there a way to break through?”

“It might take some time.” Tiberius took a step closer, picked up a small stone from the ground and threw it gently toward Emilia’s dragon.

“Duck.” Alex covered Sapphi with his body as the stone rebounded off and flew back at them like a bullet.

Leaving a slash of red across his forearm, it grazed Tiberius, who appeared oblivious to the wound as he worked his way closer to the perimeter. Helena followed, her concern evident from the smoke coming from her nostrils and the way the air shimmered around her. She was fighting to contain her dragon who wanted to launch herself at the invisible barrier that had caused harm to her mate.

“It’s a good thing Tiberius came. If anyone can get Emilia out, he can,” Sapphi said, moving to stand next to Ruby, with Alex on her other side. “Can you tell what it is?”

“I have an idea.” Tiberius held out his hands and closed his eyes. While he worked, Magnus pushed his dragon senses to their limit, questing for an answer to what surrounded his sister like a barrier. It was solid yet invisible.

“Air has to be able to get inside, right? Or else Emilia would have suffocated.” Sapphi’s voice echoed off the walls of the cavern, breaking the silence.

Tiberius turned back to face the others. “Yes, air can get in and out. I believe the more force exerted by an object that comes into contact with it, the greater the force used to repel.”

Magnus stepped forward, approaching the barrier. “Let’s test that theory.” He reached out and touched his hand to the barrier, the palm of his hand buzzing as he neared it. Slowly, moving almost imperceptibly, he touched the barrier.

It didn’t work. He wasn’t thrown back, but his palm would go no further. They were defeated, the vial in his pocket useless.

“Can you do anything?” Fiona asked as they all gazed at the sleeping dragon beyond the barrier.

“I will return to the temple and seek out the knowledge to remove the barrier.” He took a step forward and stood side by side with Magnus. “She’s safe in there.”

Magnus nodded. “Maybe it is for the best. If she awoke now, she would not have her mate. For all we know he may be long dead. Perhaps it is better if she sleeps on.”

“Do you really believe that?” Tiberius asked.

Magnus lifted his head and smiled sadly. “It is the only way to stop my dragon from throwing himself against this barrier until it breaks.” Then he shifted his attention to Ruby. “That and the thought of breaking our mate’s heart.”

“I’ll do everything I can to free her, Magnus,” Tiberius promised.

“Thank you, you are a good friend to dragons.” Magnus placed his hand on Tiberius’s shoulder before speaking to everyone else gathered around. “Thank you all.”

He hid his bitter disappointment from the others, but when Ruby joined him, it was impossible to hide it from his mate. “We will free her.”

He pushed her hair back from her face, then brushed away a smudge of dirt from her cheek. “She’s at peace. If fate woke me at the right time for me to meet my mate, perhaps it works the same for Emilia.”

“And we’ll always be here, watching over her,” Ruby assured him.

“We will.” He watched the others as they crawled back along the tunnel, their flashlights growing fainter and darkness crowded in on them. “But we have our lives to lead too. I have spent too long in the past. I want to celebrate my future with you.”

“We can have both.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his lips. “We can have it all because we’re mighty dragons.”

He chuckled, his disappointment diminishing. “We are mighty dragons.” Their lips met, and he infused his kiss with all the love and longing that she had awoken in his heart. They were one, they had the rest of their lives together to look forward to and one day the selfish actions of Peregrine Manning would be undone. Emilia would get her happy ever after and be as happy as he was with his mate.

“This mighty dragon needs her bed,” Ruby said as they parted.

“There is one more thing I would like to do before we sleep.” A wave of fear passed over him. It would take a while to let go of the innate fear his dragon had of going to sleep and not waking up again for a few centuries.

“Which is?” Ruby asked.

“You’ll see.” He took her hand and they clambered over the cave floor, strewn with rocks and boulders, before squeezing along the low tunnel before entering the cave where his treasure lay. The others were gathered there waiting. “I just need a moment.”

Leaving Ruby, he walked around the edge of his hoard, allowing his senses to roam as he sought out a certain gem. When he located it, he parted the sea of gold with his hands and reached out for an ornate box. Flipping the lid open, his eyes widened. He’d found it.

The gold rippled as he waded through it to where his mate stood with her sister and mother. Taking Ruby’s hand, he dropped down on one knee. “Ruby red dragon, will you marry me?”

He took the ring, adorned with a giant ruby and offered it to her. “If you do not like it, you can choose another.” His face cracked into a smile. “You can have every ounce of my treasure if you will be my wife.”

Ruby’s eyes misted with tears and she pulled him to his feet. “This is perfect.”

“That means yes?” Magnus asked, needing to be sure. In this mixed up modern world, he wanted to be sure.

She nodded. “It means yes.” Ruby threw her arms around him, and kissed him, the cave echoing with her laughter. “A thousand times yes.”

With one last look over his shoulder to where his sister slept, Magnus left the cave to emerge in the open air as the first rays of the sun peeked over the distant horizon. They shifted and worked quickly to block the trail once more, and then flew home like a flock of monstrous birds.

Despite his sadness over Emilia, his dragon rejoiced. In his past life, he had always flown as a solitary dragon, hiding from the world and hiding his broken promise from his sister. Those days were gone. He was part of something bigger.

This dragon had truly awoken, and his love for his mate and her family would grow stronger day by day. 

 

 Emilia’s book is next! Who will awaken our sleeping dragon? Sign up here and I’ll drop you an email as soon as it’s released.
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Redeem the Wolf

Wolf Valley Raiders

(Book One)

 

 

Kurt has made mistakes, big mistakes. Like the time he chased his cousin up into the mountains and nearly caused her death, all for the chance of power in the otherwise lawless town of Wolf Valley. But his actions only proved one thing, he would never be alpha material. He doubts he will ever be fit for anything since he ended up stuck in the body of his wolf for far too long. A wolf who has now abandoned him.

 

One woman saved him; she coaxed the man out, bringing him back from the brink of insanity. He was sure she was his mate, but she couldn't be, because she left even before he could thank her. All he has to hold onto is the memory of her face, a face he paints over and over again, a face he may never set eyes on again.

 

 


Chapter One – Kurt

Outside the moon was bright, the very same moon that used to stir his blood and call his wolf to come out and taste the night. But those days were gone for Kurt. Since that fateful day when he set his sights on selling Fiona, his cousin, to a predator, he had not had the nerve to change. He was only too aware how close he had come to being held under the spell of his wolf forever.

Turning his mind back to the painting before him gave him none of his usual comfort. Her face looked back at him, the woman who had saved his life, the nurse who had tempted the man back from the brink of doom. 

Who was she? His mate? If so, did she know? Did she understand that she had saved his body and his mind, but held onto his soul when she walked away?

Damn, he was a romantic fool. Of course she didn’t know, or else she would have felt it too, and be here with him now, unable to stand another moment apart from him. Instead, he was alone, the full moon shining through his window, leaving him desperate to find out the truth.

“How are you, Kurt?” His mom came into the room with a hot mug of cocoa. If anything said he was worthless as a man, it was this.

“Thanks, Mom, you shouldn’t have.” He took it all the same, trying to sound happy. He had worried her so much over the last few months, the last thing she needed was to know how tough tonight was for him.

“Can I see what you’ve painted?” she asked.

Kurt covered his easel and smiled. “It’s just a preliminary sketch; you know how I prefer to keep them to myself until they are finished.”

“I don’t know why. I would love to see one of your paintings as you go through the process. You are getting quite a name for yourself, you know. I saw that letter on the table; someone wants to buy the painting you did of the mountains.”

“I haven’t made up my mind to sell,” he replied uneasily.

“Come on, Kurt, you need the money, you have to start pulling your life back together. It was good of your sister to set up a website for you. And Joel has handed out lots of cards to Will’s business friends.”

“I hate the thought of anyone buying them out of pity.”

“Don’t be silly, they are amazing. Everyone who’s seen them has said so.”

“Friends and family don’t count.”

“Why not? They are telling the truth.”

“Maybe.” How could he tell her the real reason? Each of the paintings held a piece of him in it, a piece of his memory from that fateful night and the aftermath that followed.

The mountain in his painting was the one he had climbed, the one he had been stuck on as the snow came down. The trees were the same ones that hung down around him, whispering of death in the snow. And the face of her. Well, he didn’t know what she whispered, only that it had brought him back from the brink of madness.

“Sorry, what, Mom?”

“Mia is talking about getting a gallery to put on an exhibition. It would be wonderful for you to sell some, make some room for us in the house.”

The house was really a small cabin on the edge of the forest, the mountains rising above them in the distance. Situated on the furthest outskirts of Wolf Valley, it was close enough to town for when they needed anything—not that they ventured there often—yet isolated enough to give him the peace his tortured mind needed. His mom had moved here with him a couple of months ago, after he had left the hospital. He was grateful; he didn’t have the confidence to do it alone. That’s right, a grown man needing his mom to hold his hand. Pathetic.

She had given up everything to move here with him. It was impossible to sell the house with the way things were in Wolf Valley, so she had walked away. Their family home had no doubt been ransacked by now and all her furniture sold or ruined. She didn’t let him see how much it must have hurt her; she said she had brought everything she needed with her. He knew she meant him. Because apart from a few old photographs and some other small mementos, she had left everything behind. He knew it was so that there was more room for him and his paintings.

He looked at the beginnings of the painting in front of him. At the fiery hair and green eyes of his mate, reaching out his conscious mind to search for her. But she wasn’t there; she was never there. 

 


Chapter Two – Nadine

Nadine had seen the notice advertising Kurt’s painting exhibition a week ago, and knew she couldn’t attend, it wasn’t right. But the pull of him was too much. So she had allowed herself to come to stand across the road from the gallery, completely out of sight, and watch out for him. He wouldn’t see her and would have no idea she was there.

She wore a hat to cover her red hair; the fiery tones were enough to draw anyone’s eye towards her, precisely what she didn’t want. Stay out of sight; don’t let him see you. After an hour of waiting for him, even though it had become increasingly obvious he wasn’t going to attend, she knew she was the one who needed treatment for her mental disorder. She was addicted to a man she did not intend to ever meet again in real life.

While she watched, the gallery had changed from darkness to a hive of activity, but there was no sign of him. Kurt wasn’t here. If he was, she would feel it, she was sure. When he had been in her care she had felt a trickle of excitement run down her spine, the small hairs rising as her skin begged to be touched by him when he was close.

She has shut her longing away, knowing it was a fantasy; he was her patient, and felt nothing for her. Maybe he was too damaged to feel the bond between them. Or maybe the whole thing was a figment of her overactive imagination. She was probably screwed up from treating so many shifters who had lost control of their other side. 

Nadine had always known she was different. That was why she took on the job of treating other shifters. In all her years of experience, Kurt was the first one to actually touch her in any meaningful way. She was sure it was the mating bond, but it was supposed to work two ways. And he gave her nothing to work with.

Other people began to arrive, filling the gallery and looking at his paintings, the paintings she had encouraged him to paint. It had been wonderful to watch him blossom from an animal who grunted in answer to questions to the man who could paint a wolf so realistic you could reach out and touch it. She wanted to look at them once more, and the pull of the gallery, even minus its tortured artist, was too much.

You are going to regret this, she thought, as she rushed across the road, hat held firmly down on her head, with her free hand clutching her coat to her throat to ward off the autumn chill. The evening was getting late, and she told her internal voice that she would take a look and then get out of there. Ten minutes and she would have satisfied her curiosity and be gone. No harm: he would never know.

“Hello, welcome to the gallery,” a young woman said, offering her a glass of wine and a catalogue.

“Thank you.” She wanted to ask if Kurt was going to make an appearance, but she couldn’t say his name without the voice in her head screaming for him. Yes, definitely a sign of her own insanity. It was why she had trained to help those who were stuck in their animal form.

Because she was stuck in her human form.

Silencing her inner voice, she sipped her wine and made her way over to the first paintings.  The mountain, of course, he had told her about it while he painted, his brush flying over the canvas as if he could purge the memories from his mind. Had it worked?

Moving on to the next paintings, she looked at images of wolves, single wolves, their coats thick, snow covering them to turn them white. A pack, all howling. None of himself. She had seen him as a wolf, had scars to prove it. Unconsciously, she touched her arm, the marks where his claws had gouged at her skin a permanent reminder of her mate. His attack hadn’t put her off helping him, though; it was why she was there. To help. Slowly he had begun to trust her. Slowly she had drawn the man back from the brink of insanity.

More paintings of mountains, forests. Nature at its most beautiful, at its fiercest. The chatter of excited voices told her how well his paintings were being received, and an increasing number of sold stickers were appearing as they were snapped up. But one seemed to draw more attention than the rest and she moved towards it, eager to see what masterpiece he had created, what appealed to everyone here.

The wine glass nearly slipped from her hand. Only because she was frozen with shock did she hold on to it. With an open mouth, she stood and stared at the face looking back at her. What did it mean? Had she touched him in some way? How else could he have captured her likeness so keenly?

Because he knows what we are, the voice in her head said. However, Nadine didn’t know what she was. That was the problem: she wasn’t anything, not really. Unable to experience the shift from human to animal, she was as screwed up as the people she treated. The two parts of herself were cut off from each other, unable to bridge the gap to become one. Just like her and her mate.

She knew she should leave, but it was impossible. She couldn’t drag herself away. If she stared hard enough she thought she could see right through to her soul. Was it her imagination? Because in the eyes that looked back at her, she swore she could see her other self, her animal.

“Stunning, isn’t it?” a man beside her said, pulling her back from her trance.

She turned, hoping her hat covered her hair completely, because any stray strand would give her away. Kurt had captured the colour and tone of her hair, the way the light reflected on it, bringing out the fiery auburn streak which ran along the strands at the front where she had been touched by the devil himself, her mom used to say.

“Yes … Yes, it is?”

“Shame it’s not for sale, he could have sold it ten times.”

“It…it’s not?” she stammered like a fool. Talk about drawing attention to yourself.

“No. My wife tells me he’s got another ten like it in his cabin. Same woman, but won’t sell a single one. Still, the rest of the collection has sold well.” He smiled at her. “I’m Joel, by the way.”

“Hi, Joel.” She didn’t offer her name. And she wasn’t going to ask who his wife was. She wasn’t going to do this to herself. “Your wife knows the artist well?” 

“My wife is Kurt’s sister. She’ll be along any minute now. She went to drag him out of his cabin. He had been OK with the exhibition up until two hours ago, and then he got cold feet.” Joel smiled amiably as other viewers, trying to get a look at the painting, jostled her.

“He’s coming here?” she squeaked, trying to cover it by clearing her throat and swallowing a large gulp of wine.

“If my sister can coax him out. He’s a bit of a recluse.”

“Oh, why’s that?” she asked. Nadine had hoped he had got over his need to stay away from other people. When she saw the poster for the exhibition, she had hoped it meant he was fully recovered, but he wasn’t. 

At least he has left the hospital, she comforted herself.

Joel remembered himself, perhaps realising his indiscretion, and said quickly, “You know how poor, tortured artists are. Anything to look more mysterious for their fans.”

“Oh, of course. Well, I should move on,” she said. More like get out of there. Nadine knew it would be appallingly bad judgement for her to be here when he arrived. She didn’t know how he would behave. What happened if, because of her presence at the gallery, his wolf appeared while he was standing in front of all of these people?

“Nice to meet you…” He left the sentence hanging for her to fill in her name.

“Nice to meet you too, Joel.” Other people were crowding around now, and she knew this was her cue to leave. Nadine allowed herself to be jostled backwards, away from him; she simply shrugged her shoulders and let herself be taken along with the steady flow.

Only when she stopped did she have the sudden realisation that she had left it too late. He was here.

Pulling her hat down, she heard the excited chatter as he came in. She risked a sideways glance, but he was already moving through the crowds, practically pushing them out of the way. He was heading for the painting and she could tell by the look on his face, wild and unstable, that he knew she was here.

Nadine moved towards the door. It took all of her strength; her inner voice was arguing with her to go back. The hidden creature inside her was grasping at the edge of her consciousness, fighting for control. She fought it and won and, with one final surge, she was out on the street, breathless, her hands on her knees as she caught her breath.

This new image of him had branded itself onto her brain; he looked so much healthier, toned and muscular. He had allowed his deep russet brown hair to grow longer, and her fingers itched to run through the long shoulder length strands. To touch his tanned face and see those amber eyes of his burn with desire. Stop it!

Getting hold of herself firmly, she took off at a slow jog up the street, not knowing a pair of eyes had watched her strange behaviour and had guessed her secret.

 

 


Chapter Three – Kurt

She was there. Somewhere amongst the crowd of people looking at his paintings was his mate. Rushing through the gallery, unseen faces looking at him as he pushed them aside, he sought her out. He could sense her, he could smell her, and it was this scent trail his wolf led him along now.

“Kurt, what are you doing?” Joel was there, in front of her painting, looking concerned. “The people here are buying your paintings. You need to get a grip and talk to them.

“She was here,” he said, looking around, dazed by the scent of her. “I know she was. I can smell her.”

“You need to calm down and get ahold of yourself, people are staring at you.” Joel touched his shoulder, patting him, trying to get him to calm down.

“But I know I didn’t imagine it.” Kurt tried to focus on Joel.

“Just make your speech, thank everyone for coming and for their generosity, and then we can talk.” Joel got Kurt to focus, nodding in encouragement. “Just talk to the people around you. You can do this.”

His sister’s husband, Joel, was a good man. A bear shifter from Bear Creek, the town next to Wolf Valley; it was thanks to him and Mia that this whole exhibition was taking place. For that reason, Kurt knew he had to pull himself together. His sister had only just started speaking to him again, and he didn’t want to lose her again.

“Right,” he said, taking a deep breath and trying to compartmentalise his thoughts just as he had been taught. He had to try not to think about her; he had to shut that part of him away for now.

Mia came towards them, looking worried. He knew he had embarrassed her and now he had to make amends. Taking control of himself, particularly his wolf, which wanted to run out of there as fast as it could to pick up the scent of their mate, he smiled and then kissed her on the cheek.

“Sorry, Mia. Deer in the headlights syndrome,” he said smiling. It felt false on his lips, but he had to try to get a grip of his sanity.

“You had me worried for a moment. I thought you were going to run straight out of the back door,” she said, studying his face.

“There’s a back door?” he joked. 

“Funny. Now say your piece and then we can relax. Apparently, you have already sold twelve paintings. The owner is calling it a success, so as long as you don’t screw this up, you’ll be invited back.”

“Great,” he said. At least his mom would be happy he had made some money to ease their financial position. She would be able to stop worrying and relax. A thing he wished he could do now, instead of the feeling of fear that was creeping up his spine. He was about to speak in front of all of these people when he would much rather be out there, tracking his mate.

The face of his nameless mate swam in front of his eyes. He opened the box in his brain and held her hand while she climbed in it and then he shut the lid. He had to function normally for the next two hours. And he couldn’t do it with her invading his every thought, tickling his every sense.

 


Chapter Four – Nadine

Nadine stopped herself from looking behind as she ran. She had to put some distance between them, to shut him out. For his sake, she kept telling herself, it was purely for his sake—as if that made it easier. 

A safe distance away she slowed to a walk, wondering if it would be wise to go and find somewhere to get some coffee before she drove home, although she knew it wasn’t the wine that was making her feel light-headed. It was Kurt and the need to be with him, a need that infiltrated her body and soul. 

Not trusting herself to stay away from him, she went to her car and got in, catching her breath and silencing her brain before she put the key in the ignition and started the engine. Pulling out slowly, she headed out of the city. Along the country road leading to her home, she passed the signs for Wolf Valley, but she resolutely drove on. She lived in a small house nestled in the woods between Bear Bluff and Cougar Ridge. It had been her home and her sanctuary for the past ten years, but there was nowhere safe from the pull of her mate. 

Growing up, she had always lived in between everything and everyone. Neither shifter nor human, not fully, she had never fit in and never achieved her full potential, as her mom often told her. What she meant was Nadine had never been able to transform into the other side of herself. It wasn’t as if it wasn’t there, she could feel it and hear it; she simply couldn’t grasp hold of it and change. And then her fear became that if she ever did change, she would not be able to change back.

Being presented with this conundrum had given her a purpose, and so she had pursued psychology as a career, tailoring it to helping those who were like her. Stuck. Mainly her work involved helping those who had shifted and couldn’t come back, those like Kurt. And she was good at it, really good. 

But one of her rules was not to get involved with anyone, other than on a professional level. It saved her a lot of heartache. She knew patients became too reliant on her; she became their security blanket. It was harmful in itself, but especially if it was allowed to fester into something deep and meaningful. She was there to help them overcome their problems and then move on. 

Nadine was always moving on, so that her patients didn’t realise what a fake she was. Because let’s face it, if she were any good at this psycho mumbo jumbo, she would be able to control her other side. And she couldn’t.

“Damn!” She braked hard. Something had run across the road in front of her and she thought she had hit it. 

Opening the car door, she got out, fearing the worst. The car had thudded into something, and she only hoped if it was an animal, it wasn’t one with a human side too. That would be just awful. She edged around the car, relieved to see no one on the road, no one bleeding out on the asphalt. Nothing.

Relieved but mystified, she walked towards the back of the car, leaning down to look at what she had hit. There: a rock, someone had dropped a rock in the road and she had gone over it. Hoping there was no damage done to her car, she got back in and pulled her car forward, enabling her to pick the rock up and drop it onto the ground on the side of the road. She didn’t want anyone else to drive over it.

Only when she turned back to the car, did she realise she was being ambushed.

“Hello there,” a voice said. It belonged to a man, tall, broad, and trouble.

“Hi,” she said, keeping her voice calm. She would talk her way out of this. She understood enough about how people’s brains worked, and she could deal with this. Surely.

“You having a bit of trouble?” Had she been wrong, had he stopped by to help—if so, where was his car? Maybe he had shifted and been running in this direction when he saw her headlights stop, and come over to help.

However, something about him was off. Nadine was certain he meant her harm.

“No, everything is fine, thank you,” she said, trying to figure out whether to make a run for her car or the hills. But he was sure to be faster than she was at running. Although reasonably fit, she carried a few extra pounds in all the right places, whereas he was toned and looked as if he could easily run for miles. Her instincts told her he was a wolf.

“Are you sure, because it looks as though you are having car trouble.” He came closer, standing right by the open door of her car and she cursed her stupidity—she had left her keys in the ignition while she got out and checked the road.

Now she had a choice, did she try to bluff her way out, or what? What else could she do? 

“Thanks again,” she said, walking back around to where he stood with his hand on her door. Smiling, she kept her breathing even and all traces of panic from her voice. She knew how to play this game; she often had to keep calm no matter what was going on around her in order to keep her patients calm.

“No, problem, I would hate for you to be a damsel in distress with no knight in shining armour to help you.” He took a deep breath—was he scenting her, smelling her fear? Swallowing, trying to keep her heart from racing, she slipped into the car seat, relieved when he shut the door for her and stood back.

Not bothering with her seatbelt—she would fix it once she had got away from him—she turned the key, holding her breath while the engine turned over. She had no idea if he had tampered with it while she was moving the rock. But he hadn’t had chance to lift the hood, so it must all be fine. Still, it was somewhat of a relief when the engine fired into life and she drove off, lifting her hand as a thank-you gesture. He watched her, eyes sparkling in the night, a green glow shimmering across them, and by the time she drew past him and looked in her mirror, he was gone.

Nadine trembled. That had to be the weirdest thing she had ever experienced, and she had seen a lot of weird stuff.

Watching the road carefully, just in case there were more rocks in her path, she drove slowly home, wanting to put as much distance between her and the wolf, but knowing if she hit a larger rock at speed, she would damage the car and be stranded, that didn’t bear thinking about.

As the miles drifted by, and the road began to narrow, following the twists and turns of the mountain, she put it all behind her, until she heard the unmistakable sound of a flat tire. At first, it was just a small noise, different, but as the air escaped, the sound and the way the car held the road told her she was going to have to pull over.

Glancing around, she recognised the part of the forest she was in. It went on for another mile or so before it opened out again. It was maybe another mile after that until she would reach her house. 

There was no way this was a coincidence. The guy she met on the road must have tampered with her tire, which meant he would know she would not get home and be stranded on the road. 

“Damn it,” she cursed and pushed her driver’s door open, getting out as quickly as she could. Grabbing her purse, she locked the car and then melted into the trees. It might have been the wrong choice, but she knew she was too exposed out there on the road whilst changing the tire. It wasn’t that she couldn’t do it, but she didn’t have the luxury of time.

She knew the way through the woods well enough. But had never attempted it in the dark. Everything seemed different, as though she had stepped into another world. Her heart beat rapidly, the sound thundering in her ears as she climbed steadily higher. After ten minutes, she slowed, trying to regain her breath and her composure. With no one pursuing her, she figured she had completely overreacted; the flat tire was just a coincidence and no one was after her.

Then she heard the plaintive howl of a wolf. Not too unusual, but then it was taken up by one or two more voices, and her blood chilled. Turning to head for her house, her legs carrying her as quickly as they could through the undergrowth, she tried not to panic. Surely, whoever it was wouldn’t hurt her.

The voice of the wolf rose again, haunting. Closer.

Others joined now, and she knew one thing above all else. She was being hunted, prey to the wolves who had been raiding people’s houses, stealing cars, and generally creating trouble around Wolf Valley. Tonight, Nadine was their entertainment. But what they intended to do with her if they caught her made her run faster, tears flooding her eyes, which she angrily rubbed away. What right did they have to do this? Damn it, if she wouldn’t fight them with her last breath if they caught her!

But she didn’t want to fight; she didn’t want to know what they wanted with her. She just wanted to be home, safe in her cabin.

 


Chapter Five – Kurt

An hour was about all that he could stand. It must have been obvious he was struggling to keep his head together because it was Mia who suggested he leave the gallery and all of his adoring public and go home.

“I’m sorry, I haven’t coped very well with tonight,” he told her as they stood outside by her car.

“No problem, Kurt, you’ve come a long way. I think it might be my fault for not listening to you. You told me you weren’t ready and I pushed you.” She smiled, handing him the keys to her car.

“Now, you take yourself home and Joel can give me a lift on the back of his bike when we have finished up here. I’ll let you know the grand total you’ve earned, and we can celebrate over a cup of coffee.”

“Mom will make you some cocoa. All I need is a pipe and slippers to complete the ensemble and I will look like an old man before my time.” He couldn’t keep the tinge of regret from his voice.

“Listen, Kurt. I know you thought she was going to be there tonight.”

“No, Mia, she was there.”

“Listen,” Mia said, opening the car door and watching her brother get in. “It was probably the excitement of the evening. You know how it is, nerves got the better of you and your mind played tricks.”

He shook his head while fastening his seat belt. “No. She was there. I have to find her.”

“Then we’ll help you,” She frowned, looking increasingly worried. “I’ll go to the hospital and find out who she is. Maybe if you saw her, it would make you see she isn’t the one.”

“Or prove that she is,” he smiled weakly at his sister, but she nodded in agreement.

“Or prove that she is. I think one way or another we have to put this behind you.”

“Thanks, Mia. For everything. I know you didn’t have to do this for me.”

“Well, we’re blood aren’t we, and since there is no pack to help you and watch your back, I guess it falls to me.”

“But I’m the eldest, the male. Aren’t I supposed to be the one to watch your back?”

“Welcome to the twenty-first century, Kurt. Women are the stronger sex.”

“Don’t I know it,” he said, laughing at her. She was right. Between the nurse who he was certain was his mate, his sister, and his mom, it was obvious he wasn’t man enough to look after himself. Maybe she knew that and hankered after a better, stronger man; perhaps he should leave his search for her until he regained his full strength, and his wolf.

 


Chapter Six – Nadine

“Damn it.” She could almost see the break in the trees which opened up into a glade and then it was only a five-minute walk to her cabin. But they were herding her back down the mountain. It started with howls from in front of her as they outflanked her, then movement in the undergrowth close by sent her running in the wrong direction. Should she stand and face them, or keep running?

In all of her training, she had never had to deal with a pack of wolves. Yes, she understood the pack mentality, but that didn’t help her now. Because if they were hunting as a pack, there was no doubt in her mind, they weren’t simply going to yell, “Caught you!” and then roll around on the floor laughing like children.

No, this was a serious hunt for them, and she was the reward at the end, but what they meant to do with her ranged from beating her through to raping her or killing her, and eating her for their supper.

“Not helping,” she said, although she could barely spare the breath to talk. Tired, scratched, and dirty, she wanted to sit down and cry, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t.

As her legs grew tired, she knew they were wearing her down, exhausting her. Nadine had little choice. She had to stand and fight.

Trembling, despite her best efforts not to show her fear, she stood still, looking all around her. There was no movement, no sound. Had they left her alone, was that it, the game was over? Taking a few steps back in the direction her cabin was in, she kept her eyes on the forest around her. Nothing.

Unable to go faster than a walk, her whole body trembling as shock gave way to relief, she made her way back home. Occasionally, she stopped and listened; still nothing, only the sensation pricking her neck telling her she was not alone. 

Nearly home now, she was dragging her feet as she walked; hell, she was dragging her whole body. One foot in front of another, small hiccupping sobs escaping her as she wearily thought of her little cabin and the big bolt on the door she would shoot home as soon as she was inside. The solitary life had somehow lost its appeal after this attack. Yet where else would she go? She didn’t belong in any of the towns around here.

You could leave. Her animal quickly killed off that voice. It would never let her leave, but it also made it impossible to stay. Could she ever face explaining her inability to change to Kurt? Would he lose his faith in her if he knew?

“Hello there, little rabbit.” The sudden voice made her jump, and then freeze. Where had it come from? She recognised it and her fears were confirmed; the flat tire had been done maliciously. This was the same voice from when she stopped on the road.

Too tired to run, she asked, “What do you want?”

“A little fun, a little entertainment. This big bad wolf wants to gobble you up.” The voice was accompanied by a figure, which slid stealthily out from behind a tree. His eyes were bright; even in the dark she could see the way they glowed in the moonlight.

“Leave me alone. I am tired of your games.” She stood straight, her body rigid, something that took all of her strength of will because her knees wanted to knock together and her teeth chatter in fear of this animal in front of her.

“I’m sorry, we thought you were having fun too,” he said, coming to stand in front of her, his arms folded across his chest, his teeth white in the moonlight. Apart from that, she could make out no real features, the trees casting their shadows perfectly across his face to conceal him.

“No, I am not,” she said tartly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I am going home.”

“That suits me fine. It will be much better to do what I have in mind in the comfort of your little log cabin in the mountains.”

“I don’t think my boyfriend will be quite so pleased about that,” she replied and moved off in a different direction to get round him.

“Tut tut, no one likes a liar.” He walked parallel to her, through the trees.

“I am not lying. Now why don’t you go home?”

“Because I want you.” He leaned forward and sniffed the air. “Oh yes, the scent of your fear makes me hard. And I know you would hate for a man like me to be left wanting.”

“Go to hell!” she said, turning to face him, her hands on her hips, bringing herself up to her full height and thrusting her chin out at him. She had to see him off, she couldn’t let him hurt her, or rape her. Because that’s what his eyes were telling her he wanted to do. Her heart ached for Kurt; he was the one she was going to give herself to. Not this damn brute. Not without a fight. Inside, her animal agreed.

Now would be a good time for you to help, she told it, and it fell silent. Useless.

 


Chapter Seven – Kurt

The drive home gave him time to think. What if she knew he was a damp squib now, unable to change, unable to conquer his wolf, and no match for a woman like her? A woman like what? All he knew from his drug-fuelled haze was what she looked like and that she was his mate.

He didn’t even know her name. The hospital hadn’t told him, no matter how many times he asked. His deep-seated fear was that she had asked them not to tell him, not to trace her. They had stated it was their policy, but he doubted the policy existed for anyone but him. Paranoia. My old friend.

Driving past the turning to Wolf Valley, he looked across to where the lights illuminated the neighbourhood where he lived. How many other wolves were gripped by the need to be the alpha? It was so messed up. They needed a leader, someone to keep them safe … from each other, and themselves.

Tightening his hands on the steering wheel, he knew he would never be that person. But he hoped he could still become a better person, a whole person. Gripped with a sudden need, he headed up the road leading to his house, picking up speed. He needed to do this before he changed his mind.

With a spray of stones, the car slid to a halt and he got out, his heart beating so fast he thought it would explode in his chest. The front door of his house flew open; his mom appeared, looking concerned. The same expression he drew from her on a daily basis as she obsessed over one facet of his emotional stability after another. He hated making her feel like that. He had to make himself better. He needed to be whole again.

“Kurt, are you OK? How did it go?” She came towards him. He had to stop her, he didn’t want to hurt her.

“Mom, go back inside. There is something I need to do.”

“Kurt, you have nothing to prove,” she said, pleading with him.

“I have everything to prove. That night I chased Fiona up the mountain and nearly killed her, that was me, all me. Now I am paying the price for it. And I need to reclaim the part of me I lost. Perhaps in that way I won’t have to live with such guilt every day.”

“Kurt, what if you get stuck again?”

Then she’ll come back to me. He had never consciously thought of it that way. Was that what he was trying to do? Lying to himself once more, as to what his objective was for turning wolf again. Did he secretly hope that if he was stuck he might need her help again and this time she would stay?

“I won’t, Mom.”

“Kurt, I’m scared, please come inside.”

He stood, head bowed, defeated by her words. He had put her through so much already. It would be selfish to put her through anything more. Sighing, he looked up at her, tears misting his eyes. “It’s OK, Mom. I need some time alone, though. I’m going for a walk. Don’t wait up.”

He went to her, pressed the car keys into her hand, and then said, “Mia will be coming for these. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything dumb.” He kissed her cheek, feeling the moisture from her tears on his lips. Every time she cried, every time he caught that look of fear in her eyes, he hated himself.

Sometimes he wondered if it was ever going to change. If he would ever be able to forgive himself. If he would ever be able to forgive his wolf.

Walking into the trees, he felt them close in around him and welcomed the comfort they gave. Old and wise, they cocooned him as he walked and then broke into a run. He had to get rid of this pent-up tension or he would explode and that would be no good for anyone.

The run became faster, his mind telling him this was the closest he would ever get to being a wolf now. Those days were gone.

Faster, trying to escape his new reality he flew through the trees, mile after unstoppable mile of trees, leaping over streams, the branches catching at him, but unable to stop him. But her scent did.

A small wisp of a breeze drifted through the forest, spreading the scent of his mate. With his nose in the air, he tried to catch it, to breathe it in; so fragile on the night air. Taking a few steps forward, he lost it and went back to the original place he had smelt it. He tried another way; this time he was reward by a stronger dose of her. Her hand had touched the trunk of a tree, making the scent linger. For a moment, he stood and took it in. Placing his hand where she had placed hers, feeling like a stalker or some kind of voyeur. 

Then another scent touched his nostrils and made his hackles rise. Another wolf, here among the trees. Another. His mate had been with another wolf. A snarl rose up on his lips and he bared his teeth to the night. His own wolf was so close now, he could feel it ripping up the corners of his mind and it frightened him. What would his wolf do if it caught his mate with another wolf? He couldn’t bear to think of the consequences, so he shut the wolf in a mental box and swallowed the key. He could not come out now, he was trapped. It was a mental exercise she had taught him when he was trying to regain his human form. Ironic that after all of these weeks wanting to reclaim his wolf, he had shut it away on purpose.

Turning around he went back towards his house. Defeated, utterly and completely. This was why she had never wanted him to know who she was. She already had a lover, already had a mate. Maybe all men fell in love with her and thought she was theirs. Maybe that was how the treatment worked. He would have to learn to live with it, to be ever-thankful for the kindness and understanding she had shown him, but he needed to put some distance between them.

He was true to those words. Until the scream. Her scream. It rose up and echoed through the trees. She needed him. He would answer her call.

 


Chapter Eight – Nadine

The man made a grab for her and she screamed, which made him excited. There was no other way to describe the look of pleasure on his face when confronted with her panic. He was a monster and she was at his mercy.

“I do so love it when a woman shows her emotions.” He closed his eyes, smelling the air. “Oh fear, I do love thee.”

Her mind raced through all the things she should say, all the training she had received, but there was nothing for this. He was a madman, pure and simple. She could sense the sexual pleasure he was getting from this and knew he would never let her go. But it seemed he liked the thrill of the chase, and when he came close to her, his breath warm on her cheek, and said, “Run,” she did.

He was behind her. A wolf, so close she could feel his teeth snapping at her heels. But he didn’t want to catch her yet, he first wanted to tire her out, make her easy to control. While she ran she tried to come up with a plan. It wasn’t her other side that had deserted her now, all the years of training and experience vanished too. She should be able to deal with this, talk him down, but she couldn’t think how.

He howled, a sound so eerie, so utterly unnatural, it confirmed her fears. He was insane. Running was not an option. He had greater stamina, especially over this terrain. The only thing she could do was stand and fight him now. 

Looking around for something she could use as a weapon, all she came up with was the keys in her pocket, and with one final surge of adrenaline, she pushed the longest, sharpest key through her fingers to stick out between her middle and index finger, and then she pivoted around to face him.

Two things happened at once. First, he was so shocked, he ground straight into her and she managed to draw blood as the key dug into his shoulder, but they both were sent sprawling to the floor by the force of impact. His drooling wolf head hovered above her before it turned into the sickening, grinning face of her pursuer in human form. Grinning, he placed his hand on her breast and squeezed.

She lifted the keys to dig them into his eye, it was that or his balls, but she couldn’t reach down far enough to castrate him. However, before her weapon made contact, he was torn from her by something else. Someone else.

Nadine should have felt him coming, should have felt his presence, but the fear of what her pursuer might do to her had numbed all her faculties. But now she could feel the connection and knew the man, Kurt, would fight to his death for her. She was not going to let that happen.

Pushing herself up, having to pause to stop her legs from giving out from under her, she then ran at the stranger and struck him with her fists in the side of the head. Damn, that hurt, but it did the trick of stunning him. It also gave Kurt time to get up and ball his fists, ready to hit him again.

The other guy seemed to prefer his chances of success as a wolf and transformed in front of them. She felt the current of electricity in the air as he left this world for a split second, to return as a snarling creature ready to rip Kurt’s throat out.

“No,” she said, putting herself in front of Kurt. She could feel him about to change and she was scared; she knew the dark place he had been coaxed from and couldn’t bear him going back there for her.

“It’s the only way,” Kurt said, and he was right. The wolf was preparing to attack. But then, down on the lower slopes of the mountain another wolf called. Her attacker paused, his head turning, his ears flicking back towards the sound. She let out a sigh, he was going to go and join his friends. Or would they all come here, the other ones who had been chasing her? Were they going to come back and help kill Kurt, and then take it in turns to, what? Rape her?

“You should leave. He can’t hurt both of us. Run.” She shoved Kurt away from her.

“No. You need to go, I can handle this guy.”

“Not when he’s a wolf.” As if to prove the point, the wolf snarled, his teeth huge and sharp, built for tearing flesh from bones. He stalked forward towards them, and Nadine and Kurt stood side by side. In some way, they knew that to defeat him they had to work together.

But the call came again, closer now and angry. A whimper from the wolf in front of them told them he was being chastised. He turned, and they saw the undergrowth move, rustling as something charged through it. Then before them was another wolf, so much bigger, so much stronger and they knew if he attacked they would not survive.

But he didn’t attack, at least not them. Instead, he snarled and then snapped at the smaller wolf, his teeth sinking into his fur, eliciting a yelp. The bigger wolf pinned him to the ground, and then got up. With one backwards glance at Nadine and Kurt, he walked out of the clearing, the smaller wolf following him, tail between his legs.

Stunned, Nadine watched the two wolves disappear into the forest, the dark surrounding them until they had melted into the trees completely, leaving her wondering if it was all a dream. When her eyes shifted to Kurt, she knew it wasn't. She also knew he would want explanations, but did she really want to tell him the truth about herself?

"I can't believe I've actually found you," he said, and moved closer to her. She stood still, wanting to run, but also to fall into his arms. The mate bond was strong, pulling her to him, but she couldn't give into it. That wouldn't be fair to either of them.

"Hello, Kurt. How are you?" 

"So much better now I've found you. I ... I can't believe you're real." He reached out and touched her arm, as though she might be a phantom in the night. "I've been thinking of you, picturing you in my head for months."

And then he asked her the question she had been dreading. "Why did you leave me in the hospital?"

She hesitated. Hadn't she been over the question so many times, rehearsed her answer over and over in her head? "Because you were better. You didn't need me anymore."

"Need you? I will always need you. Don't try to tell me you don't feel the connection between us too. I can see it in your face, feel it when I touch your skin." His fingers stroked her arm, sending shock waves through her body. He was right and she could no longer deny it. Not to herself, or to him. The tortured tone of his voice told her he needed to know the truth—that, far from sparing him, she had added to his metal turmoil, and it had to stop.

Yet it terrified her to have to open up to another person and admit her failings as a shifter, that she couldn't access the other part of herself. Or she could lie: tell him that she didn't have two sides. No. He was her mate. They were bonded; whether consummated or not, she couldn't break that trust. There would be no more lies between them.

 


Chapter Nine – Kurt

She was here in front of him. After the months of longing, the months of not knowing who she was or where she was, his saviour, his mate, was here in front of him. So why didn't she look pleased to see him? Of course—she knew what he was, what he had done, and was ashamed a man such as he was her true mate. That a woman who was so good, could belong to a man who was so bad.

"I'm sorry. You owe me nothing. I understand your reasons for staying hidden from me," he admitted.

"You do?" she asked, surprised.

"Of course. After what I did, you wouldn't want me as your mate. No one would." He turned his face from her. "I just want to make sure you are safe. Can I escort you home? Nothing more."

"Wait, Kurt. It's not because of you." She reached out for him and placed her hand on his arm to stop him turning from her and retreating into himself. "It's me. I am not what you think."

"I don't care what you are." He looked at her, his eyes catching hers in the moonlight. "It doesn't matter."

"Even if I'm an imposter?" she asked.

"I don't understand, how can you be an imposter? You treated me, I remember your voice, I remember through all the drugs they gave me to numb the pain that you were the one who could reach inside and bring me back out. Without you I would not have been able to leave the body of my wolf and come back to being me." He stroked her cheek and then pulled her into his arms. "I can't believe you are an imposter, not when everything about you tells me you are the one for me. The only one. Am I wrong?"

"No," she said breathlessly, and then he kissed her.

His mate tasted so sweet, her lips on his soft, welcoming. If she had secrets, they could work through them together. There was nothing she could be, nothing she could have done, that would strip away his feelings for her. He pressed for entrance and she opened her mouth for him to slide his tongue inside, her tongue entwining with his. His hand slid down to her bottom and he stroked the rounded flesh. Shockwaves coursed through her body, and she trembled against him. 

Breaking away, he said, "Let's get you home."

He wanted her, to be inside her, but he could feel her sagging against him. She was exhausted, and it was his duty, now he had found her, to protect her. That meant getting her home, somewhere safe and checking her over. With his hands and mouth. He mentally shook that thought off. No, not tonight. She had been through enough; he had to give her time to calm down and to get over her fright. 

When his thoughts returned to the wolf who had attacked her, he had a sudden overwhelming need to track him down and rip his throat out. However, when she leaned her head on his shoulder and sobbed against him, he understood that his thoughts of revenge would have to wait. There were other things that were much more important. And she was in his arms right now.

 


Chapter Ten – Nadine

All her strength had gone, zapped in the instant he kissed her. She could no longer fight her need to be with him; his lips had broken through her resolve. Nadine wanted to cling to him and never let go. He was her constant, at this moment, just as she had once been Kurt’s when his wolf ruled his mind and body. The world seemed to swim; the chase through the woods had scared her more than she realised and now her knees threatened to buckle under her. Kurt bent down and picked her up in his arms, cradling her against his chest, and carried her to safety.

All around them the forest had gone back to its quiet ways, the occasional rustle of a small creature the only sound. Nadine knew he was listening out for the slightest sign that a wolf might be near. But there was nothing. Directing him through the forest, he took her home, their surroundings becoming more familiar as they walked, his breathing growing heavier when the terrain altered and they began the steep climb up to where her cabin nestled in the trees. She would have walked, but she knew she would probably collapse on the ground if he put her down. And she liked the way her head rested on his chest, enabling her to listen to his strong heartbeat.

By the time they reached her cabin, she was almost asleep as fatigue covered her. Was she really so weak that she needed a man to rescue her, right at this moment: yes, she was. She needed him as much as he had needed her all those months ago when he was stuck in his wolf form. In amongst her roving thoughts, she also came to the conclusion that she was glad he had found her. Because the months of ignoring the pull of him had been almost too much; she didn't know how long she could have gone on with the pretence. It was the very reason she had gone to the gallery. Subconsciously, she had wanted to be found.

Damn that meddling animal of hers.

"Is this where you live?" He stood, holding her close to his chest, still under the cover of the trees. 

"Yes. Do you see anyone?" she asked, pulling herself back to reality.

"No. But I think it would be better if I left you here and went to have a good look around. I don’t want you to be in danger."

"I think we should stay together." She wriggled out of his arms and stood leaning on him for a moment. Why did it seem the most natural thing in the world to be here with him? Even though they were in possible danger.

He looked at her and then nodded. "I don't want you to leave my sight. Not now I've found you, so yes, we'll go together." His hand closed around hers and they walked along the fringe of trees that skirted her house, all the time watching for movement. When there was none, they made their way to the back of the house, staying out of sight as much as possible. 

Relieved when there seemed to be no one around, Nadine took out her key and unlocked the door. He slipped inside first, not switching on the light, and she followed. Nadine carefully closed the door and then they stood in silence. She listened to the sounds of her house, trying to tell if anything sounded wrong or out of place.

"I don’t think there is anyone here," she said, her voice barely a whisper.

"We'll work our way through each room. No lights. OK?"

She nodded, hoping he could see her in the dark room. They moved around the kitchen, past her dining table and then into her small sitting room. Everything seemed the same, from the ticking of the clock to the smell of the flowers in the vase on the coffee table. Going back into the hallway, Kurt began to climb the stairs, her stairs, which led to her bedroom. She swallowed her panic. Having Kurt in her room had been her fantasy for so many restless nights. This wasn't exactly how she had expected that fantasy to play out. Creeping upstairs, afraid of what might be hidden in her closet or under her bed was a childhood nightmare, not an adult reality. This had to be the most bizarre evening of her entire life.

Kurt went from room to room, checking every place a wolf could hide. Only when he was certain there was no one in the house did he release her hand. The light from the moon, shining through the window as it made its way across the sky, showed her his face. The same question was in his expression as was circling around and around in her head. What happens now?

"Thank you, Kurt," she said. "I think perhaps I owe you an explanation."

"You don't owe me anything, other than your name. I would really like to know the name of the woman who brought me back to life."

"Nadine. My name is Nadine Dury."

The whites of his teeth showed when he grinned. "I think I would have traded my soul these last few months to know your name. It's nice to finally meet you at last, Nadine Dury." 

"I’m sorry." She hesitated, not ready to tell him the whole truth, but needing to give him something. "I honestly thought you would be better off without me in your life. You were so confused when you changed back. I worried the added stress of having me as your mate might be too much."

"I thought I was mad, that I had dreamed you up. I have painted your face so many times," he said, reaching up and stroking her pale skin. "The flaming red of your hair, the tone of your skin, pale as the moon. And your eyes, the green of mountain meadows. I thought you a figment of my imagination, a coping mechanism when everything seemed so dark, so dull."

"I am real, Kurt. If I hurt you it was unintentional. I only wanted to make things easier for you." She went to him and stood on tiptoes to kiss his lips. Her body forgot its fatigue, all she needed was for him to forgive her, and to accept her, and everything would be right again. The attack by those other wolves would be nothing but a memory, pushed aside by the reality of finally being with her true mate. Would he be able to look past her betrayal; could he still want the women who turned her back on him and ran away?

When he gathered her into his arms, she knew the answer, and that she should never have doubted it. Neither of them could fight what was between them.

He moved her towards the bed, laying her down and then lying next to her, his lips on hers, his hands roving over her body, touching every part of her. Any minute now, she expected him to ask her to pinch him so he could know he was awake and she was real. She hated herself for making him think he was crazy when, as his mate, she should have supported him. Right then, she made herself a promise: every day of their lives he would always be able to count on her from now on.

Slipping her hands under his sweater, she pulled it up over his head, and then worked to undo the buttons of his shirt. His mouth became fiercer on hers, questioning her, needing assurances, which she gave him, her hands caressing his skin while she slipped his shirt off his shoulders. Parting from her, he shrugged it off, giving her a chance to press her lips to his skin, tasting the salty tang of him, running her tongue over his nipples and hearing him groan with desire.

Then the quiet, calm man disappeared. Something changed in him and he removed her clothes so fast she thought he would tear them. Caught up in his heated desire, she didn't care if he ripped them to shreds; she wanted him and loved the way his eager hands caressed her body, slipping behind her back to unclasp her bra. When he captured her breasts in his hands, squeezing them together and licking her nipples, she thought she would explode for him. It was so good. His mouth was not that of an unsure artist, but of a man, a strong, capable man who was in control of her pleasure.

Sucking and licking her breasts until she writhed under him, he drove her arousal to new heights, the heat pooling between her thighs begging to be quenched by his touch. Nadine tried to concentrate, but coherent thought was difficult when sensations she had never experienced before coursed through her body. Yet somehow, she slipped her hand down between them and worked on the zipper of his pants, while her mouth let out little sighs and whimpers of ecstasy. Damn, he was good, and her breasts were soon tender from his hands, her nipples sore from the torture his mouth had unleashed.

Then she claimed her prize, her hand wrapping around his cock and squeezing it. He growled, deep and guttural, his hips shifting up to enable her to stroke his cock from root to tip, paying attention to the smooth skin over the head, his sticky pre-come a sign of how excited he was to be in bed with his mate at last. When it became too much, he stopped her, his hands grabbing hers and placing them above her head. Then he moved down her body, kissing and licking her soft, round curves, his fingers working on the button of her jeans and then dragging them down over her generous hips, stripping the last of her clothes from her body.

When he eased her thighs apart, she closed her eyes, letting her brain take in every soft touch, every butterfly kiss as he worked his way between her thighs and up towards her heated core. Then his lips touched her clit, so very gently as if it was a breath of air, his finger pushing inside her wet sex at the same moment. Opening for him, trusting him, she let him explore her with his hands and mouth. Soft sighs escaping her lips as he sucked her clit, his tongue rolling over the sensitive bud, before plunging deep inside her. He was so good, her pleasure the centre of both of their needs as he dragged her first orgasm from her willing body.

When she came, it was a sudden explosion that shook her world. How long she had put off being with him, how many countless hours of pleasure at his hands had been denied, all for the false sense of keeping him safe? Now, at last, those hours of frustration were gone, replaced by something so sublime she wanted to cry tears of joy.

 


Chapter Eleven – Kurt

The taste of her overpowered his senses, she was so sweet, and so his. At last, after thinking he would never see her, never hold her in his arms, he was between her thighs licking her sweet juices as she came. Wanting to prolong her pleasure, he sucked and licked her clit until she cried out. Kurt wanted her to learn she could never live without him, not now that he had found her. She would never run from him, because she was his, mind, body, and soul.

Needing to be inside her, to claim her completely, he moved to cover her body with his. Guiding himself forward, he pressed his fingers inside her and then thrust forward to breach her outer lips. She cried out, but not with pain, with encouragement, her fingers digging into his back when he thrust forward again and she whispered, "Yes, please, Kurt. Please." 

The culmination of their time apart had led to this very moment. A moment of utter bliss, when he pressed himself forward, deep inside her. She cried out, her voice high, tinged with pain when he broke her. He grunted his satisfaction, overwhelmed by the fact she had saved herself for her mate. For him. 

Thrusting harder, he took her, his hips moving to draw out of her before returning to impale her. Forcefully, he commanded her body, making her whimper with need, her voice growing higher as her orgasm approached. Needing to taste her skin on his tongue once more, he claimed her breasts, his tongue rolling roughly over the sensitive buds until she came. Her sex gripping his cock as it went into spasms of ecstasy. Kurt held on for as long as he could, his body craving the release, but his wolf agreed they had to make her come long and hard, so she would never forget who was the man for her. The one who was her true mate and would always strive to satisfy her every need.

Yet the sweetness of her taste, the sensation of being inside her, of knowing he had at least satisfied her at the basest of levels, was too much. He ground into her, short jerks until he came, his seed spurting deep inside her. Nadine cried out, her nails sharp in his back as she lost control. When he was completely spent, he lay by her side and drew her into his arms, feeling like a man. Once more, Nadine, his mate, had saved him from a bleak, dark future. 

 


Chapter Twelve – Nadine

He had awoken something inside of her. The creature, her constant if eternally hidden companion, seemed different, closer to her consciousness than ever before. It watched from the corners of her mind, just beyond her reach. Part of her wanted to try to reach inside and touch it, just as she taught her patients to reach inside and touch the other part of themselves. Then Kurt kissed her shoulder and the creature backed away.

"This is not how I expected this evening to end," he said, pulling her closer and kissing her shoulder. "I expected to be at home, with my mom making me a cup of hot cocoa."

She turned in his arms and faced him, stroking his cheek and then kissing his lips. "I'm so happy you moved out of the hospital. How is your family now? I know your mom visited you while you were in hospital, although for a while she wasn’t allowed to see you. But she told me your sister wanted nothing more to do with you."

He sighed. "I didn't blame her. I behaved like a terrible jerk. But she came round. Part of it was because she met her mate and he encouraged her to see me. He's a good man."

"So are you, Kurt. One mistake doesn’t make you bad for the rest of your life."

"You are biased in that department. But I don't think I'll ever be able to forgive myself." He paused and then added, "I haven't been able to summon my wolf since then. I think I'm too scared it will take control and I'll be stuck again."

"Does it matter to you?" They were the same in that respect, neither of them able to change, and she wondered how it affected him.

"No. And yes. Earlier, when that thug had his hands on you, I wanted to rip his throat out. But I couldn't let myself go. I don't trust myself."

"Will you let me help you? I'm sure between us we can tame your wolf."

"I would like that." He kissed her, awakening her arousal again. She didn't know if she would ever get enough of him. "What about you?" he murmured and she froze in his arms.

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"What sort of delicious creature are you? I can sense it within you, and you feel the mating bond between us, so I would love to know what exactly you are, Nadine Dury, other than the most beautiful woman I have ever seen." His mouth stopped teasing her and he pulled back to look at her, his forehead creased into a frown. "I'm sorry, I've upset you. It doesn’t matter, if you don’t want to tell me."

He looked hurt, but he quickly flattened his expression and smiled. She could tell him she didn't want to tell him, she could even tell him that he had it wrong, she was just a normal woman who knew about the other side but wasn't part of that world, or she could just say, "I don't know."

"You don't know about telling me?" His frown deepened and then when he saw her lips tremble he kissed them and then said, "You don’t know what you are?"

She shook her head. "That's what I meant, about being a fake. It's why I ran from you. How could you believe in a woman who couldn't control her other side? I was trying to reach you when you were trapped inside your wolf. Trying to teach you something I have no real knowledge of and no real control of."

"Never?"

She looked down at the sheets she was crumpling in her hand. "Never."

"Did something happen? When you were younger?"

"I don't know. My mom never said, and I can't remember, but when everyone else was beginning to change, it just never happened for me. It's why I pursued the career I did, and I turned the knowledge I learned about the mind onto myself, but still it didn't help. However, I found I could help others in a unique way. If one of us has a problem, you know, a mental problem with our other side, you can't simply walk into a psychiatrist’s office and tell them. So I began to specialise. You would be surprised how many times this happens. Especially with children."

"I can imagine. The first time is always the worst, you are terrified you won’t be able to come back." He kissed her lips, stroking her cheek. "Have you ever talked to anyone else about this? I mean, people come to you with their problems; have you ever sought out someone like you?"

"No. I would be too ashamed and too scared that if my secret got out, no one would hire me. You know, the blind leading the blind. I am blind to the other side of me." A stray tear ran down her face and he wiped it away. "I haven't cried about it for years. But since I found you, it’s scared me. What if I pass on whatever is wrong with me to our kids?"

"That won't happen. Because you are going to teach me how to help you."

"I don't understand."

"You said you would help me to conquer my wolf. Well, I will teach it back to you."

"That's crazy."

"We live in a crazy world. Or haven't you noticed?"

"Kurt, I don't know if that will work." Nadine couldn't allow herself to hope it would be that easy. She had tried talking herself through all of the exercises she taught her patients; she had even tried recording her voice and listening back to it. Nothing had worked.

"Will you try? For me, Nadine."

He kissed her, and the way he made her body ache for him, and her skin long for his caress, meant she had to agree to let him try to help her. "I'll try."

She lay with her head on his chest listening to the sound of his heartbeat, taking comfort from him being here with her, because she knew that soon she would have to get up and deal with what else had happened this evening. Her car was still on the road, with a flat tire. Surely, the wolves were long gone and it would be safe to go back down and retrieve it.

But those thoughts soon changed when she heard a sound outside. He froze, having heard it too. So it wasn't a figment of her imagination. What a pity. Kurt was out of bed and peering out through the window out into the night. Letting the drapes fall back into place, he turned back to her and began retrieving his clothes. "You might want to get dressed."

"Is it the wolves, have they returned?" she asked, reaching for her robe.

"Not exactly. Although there is a wolf outside." He pulled his pants on and was now doing up his shirt. "Plus a couple of bears. I guess my mom was worried, and the search party has tracked me here."

"Search party?"

"My sister, by the look of it, and Joel. I can’t tell who else. All the bears look the same to me." 

"This is not exactly how I wanted to meet your sister. It's not terribly professional, is it? Sleeping with a patient."

He came to her and pulled her close. "I am no longer your patient, Nadine. I am your mate and to me that overrides everything else. You are mine and nothing will change that." 

"I hope not." She gathered up her clothes and headed for the bathroom to freshen up and change. Right now she guessed she probably looked as though he had dragged her through half the forest, and that wasn’t the look she wanted when she met his sister for the first time.

It took her five minutes, by which time there was a banging on her front door and they went down quickly before her door was split in two. Opening it, Kurt was confronted by his angry sister. "What the hell do you think you're doing? Mom is worried sick." Then her eyes slid past him and settled on Nadine. "Wow, you certainly captured her likeness."

"Hello. I'm Nadine, you must be Mia," Nadine held out her hand in greeting to the she-wolf who would one day be her sister-in-law.

"Hi, Nadine. Yes, that's me, Kurt's sister.” Mia still stared at her. “I must admit, I thought you were a figment of his imagination. That’s not quite true. Mom said you were real, but we weren’t so sure about you being Kurt’s mate."

"Sorry about that," she said shyly.

"I suppose you had your reasons." She looked from Nadine to Kurt and then back again. "I suppose I'll go and tell Mom you are safe and will be home sometime in the morning, Kurt."

"Do you mind?" he asked, looking back to Nadine. "That is, if you don’t mind me staying."

"No. Not at all. But while you're here,” she said to Mia. “Can we walk down and collect my car? That way I can give you a lift back in the morning, Kurt. I think it would be safer if there were more of us. Just in case."

"In case of what?" Mia asked.

"Wolves," Kurt said ironically.

 


Chapter Thirteen – Kurt

"So let me get this right?" Mia asked again as they walked down the road towards where Nadine had abandoned her car. "They made you stop, and then let the air out of your tire?"

"Yes. When I realised it was flat, I thought I had better get out and run home. I knew it wasn't a coincidence."

"And then they chased you. But in the end there was just one of them. And you fought with him?" she asked Kurt.

"Yes." 

"And then another wolf came and called him off."

"Yes."

"None of it makes sense," Mia said. “If they wanted to hurt you, why run off?"

"Maybe they didn’t want to hurt me," she said, stopping in her tracks.

"So, why?" 

"They stole my car." She folded her arms, and he could feel her anger growing. "Son of a bitch."

"Well at least it makes bit more sense now," Kurt said.

"You mean the whole chasing me through the woods was not to scare me, just to keep me away from my car."

"Or calling the police. They kept you busy while they changed your wheel and then drove off in your car." If he could have got his hands on them, he would have throttled them for taking advantage of his mate this way. "It's not the fact they took your car that bothers me. It's the animal that came after you. The others had left by then, but he came back."

Nadine hugged herself, staring at the place where she had last seen her car. "How am I supposed to get to work tomorrow?"

"Maybe after the shock of today, you might do better to call in sick," he suggested.

"I can't do that. I'm treating a little kid. I can’t let him down."

"Then I guess my reclusive brother is going to have to borrow my car and take you," Mia said.

Kurt couldn't refuse. At least if he was with Nadine, she would be safe. Or semi-safe: he might not be able to summon his wolf, but he would try to defend her with his bare hands if he had to. "If you're sure, Mia."

"I am. I'll drive it over here now. Then Joel can come and pick me up." She moved away from them. "Do you want us to accompany you back to the house?"

"No. I think we're OK now."

"Great. I'll tell Mom you won't need your cocoa to warm you up before bed tonight, Kurt." With a wink, she had transformed into her wolf, and with a bear on either side of her, she disappeared into the trees.

"She loves you a great deal," Nadine told him, taking hold of his hand as they walked back up towards her house.

"I know. I'm not sure I deserve it." He squeezed her hand. "Or you."

"She thinks so, and I would have to agree."

They had just reached the house when the sound of a car, followed by the roar of a motorbike, came up the road towards them. Mia handed Kurt the keys. "Look after it. I'm going to let the sheriff in Bear Creek know about this, Nadine. There’s no point telling the piece of garbage who is the law in Wolf Valley; he’s probably in cahoots with them."

"Wasn't anyone I recognised, Mia. I think they were the raiders from out of town," Kurt said.

"Could be. If it was, it means they are getting closer to town. Might be time something was done about them," said Joel, still astride his motorbike, but with his helmet in his hands.

"You might be right," Kurt said, but he knew he had other things to deal with first. Personal things.

"Nice to meet you again, Nadine," Joel said with a wink.

Mia climbed on the back and they drove off into the night. By the time the sound had disappeared into the distance, Kurt and Nadine were caught up in each other's arms and heading for the bedroom. 

"I'm never going to get enough of you," Kurt said, thrusting into her wet sex in one fluid movement.

"I hope not," she said, dragging his head down and kissing him as he speared her again with his hard cock.

Kurt rode her hard, making her cry out his name as she came. He was going to make sure every shifter in the neighbourhood knew she was his and they had better not lay a finger on her again. That wolf raider was going to get a taste of revenge if Kurt ever set eyes on him again.

 


Chapter Fourteen – Nadine

"Thank you again for taking the time to drive me to work." They were in Mia's car, driving along the highway, heading towards her latest patient, a little boy who was having bear problems. "You can drop me off; I'll catch the bus home."

"I'll wait," Kurt said, looking relaxed, normal even, if she could ever use that phrase to describe the six feet of lean man sitting next to her. She could see he had been exercising, and had got some fresh air since she had seen him last; he looked tanned and toned. Her stomach curled itself in knots, her longing almost too much to bear. If it wasn’t for the little boy who desperately needed her help, she would have called in sick. Because a day in bed with this man would be just heavenly.

"Penny for them," he said grinning.

"Sorry," she said turning pink as she blushed, the colour spreading across her cheeks. "I was daydreaming."

"If your dreams are anything like mine, we will be making them reality as soon as you get off work." He pulled into the road she had directed him to. "Not a hospital?"

"No, he's at home. Are you sure about waiting?"

"I am. So go on, work your magic and I'll be waiting right here for you."

Leaning across the seats, she kissed him and said, "Are you sure? Shouldn't you be painting, or something?"

"Possibly, but I decided this was a special occasion and I would give myself the day off."

"I'll see you in a couple of hours, then," she said, getting out of the car. He waved to her and then smiled as he sunk down in the seat and closed his eyes. "Tiring night, was it?"

"Don't you know it," he said, opening one eye and looking her up and down. "I'll be thinking of you and what I want to do to you every second you're away."

"Promises," she teased.

"One I intend to keep," he retorted and she shut the car door and made her way to the front door of her latest patient, six-year-old Gibb.

"Hi, Nadine," Gibb’s mom, Caroline, opened the door.

"How is he today?" Nadine asked, taking off her coat.

"Good, well, great actually. We haven't had another incident." 

Gibb's incidents were a little bit difficult to deal with and had resulted in him not being able to go out and play—well, go out at all really. He spontaneously shifted into a panda bear. He might look adorable, and he really did, a small panda bear cub, all fluffy and soft, but in a world where shifters kept their other side secret, it was totally impractical. Usually these abilities didn't appear until puberty and by then their parents had taught children how to control it. Gibb was a special case.

"That's fantastic news, Caroline," Nadine said, following her into the house. As the door closed behind her, Nadine took one last look at Kurt sitting in the car and felt a surge of love, so great, so profound, even the animal inside her seemed happy.

 

***

 

Maybe it was the shift inside her, but something had just clicked today with Gibb. The normally excitable child settled down well to listen to Nadine and practiced the exercise she gave him. They were in the form of games and usually he just went crazy and wouldn't listen, but today they seemed to be on the same level. Nadine was beyond happy about their progress; children were so much harder to treat than adults, because they didn't see the problem in spontaneously changing. 

Who could blame them? It was fun to suddenly become this large, furry panda who liked nothing more than rolling into a ball and tumbling down a slide to land with a soft plop at the end. Pandas saw the world from a completely different point of view, and Gibb loved it, making Nadine's job especially tricky. She never wanted to stop a child being a child, but Gibb had to learn not to be a bear cub in front of anyone other than his family.

"Thank you so much, Nadine. It's such a relief to have you here to help us," Caroline said as Nadine was leaving.

"No problem, Caroline. I am so happy with our progress today."

"Maybe it's the change in you. Gibb can sense it." Caroline smiled coyly when she saw Nadine blush. "Sorry. It’s none of my business, but you always seemed a little lost."

"Lost? What do you mean?" Nadine asked, intrigued and slightly worried that being apart from Kurt for the last few weeks had affected her professionally.

"Well, it's like you had part of yourself missing. In the same way you helped Gibb find himself, you look as if you have found yourself." She glanced over at the car, where Kurt was still waiting. "I think we both know what's changed."

"Is it that obvious?” she asked, although she knew the answer.

“Oh, yes. And so it should be. He is the person you have been searching for your whole life, even if you didn’t know it. He completes you.” Caroline looked wistful. “I remember the early days, the mating, the bond, and the pull of it.” Her trance broken, she turned to Nadine. “Go to him, enjoy him. He is a lucky man, Nadine.”

“I don’t know about that,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Then was away across the street before Caroline told her once more how lucky her mate was to have her. If only Caroline knew how much of a let-down she might possibly be if she could not learn how to change into her animal.

“There you are,” Kurt said, leaning across and giving her a kiss when she got into the car.

“Here I am,” Nadine agreed, returning his kiss with a brief one of her own; she knew Caroline was still watching and felt embarrassed. “Shall we go?”

“Where?” he asked, starting the engine and driving off, back towards the mountains where she lived.

“I don’t know. How about grabbing a bite to eat at my place and then going into the mountains.”

“Do you think that’s wise, considering what happened last night with the wolves?” Kurt asked.

“Yes. I think so. I can’t live in fear, and they got what they wanted, didn’t they? My car.” She would have to go home and deal with the insurance at some point today.

“I suppose. It’s just that wolf seemed more interested in you than the car,” Kurt said through gritted teeth.

“Then it is better to get out there and confront my fear of him in daylight. Don’t you think?” Although she wasn’t so sure, but if she put it off, she would never venture out into the woods again, something she would miss.

“You are the expert in these things,” he said, smiling, and her heart flipped over in her chest. What she really wanted to do was spend the rest of the day in bed with him. However, she was committed to getting him back to being whole again. And that meant conquering his beast.

“I’ve been thinking about how I can help you and decided that we should go out into the wild so your animal will feel more at home. There we can practice a few things.”

He winked at her. “There are one or two things I would like to practice.”

She giggled. “Maybe going back to my place might be a mistake.”

“Then let’s go to mine. My mom would love to see you again. She will be beyond pleased that you are my mate. She credits you exclusively for dragging me back from the other side.”

“You did it, Kurt. It was all you, I just pointed the way.” She sighed contentedly. “I don’t mind where we eat, as long as we are together and I can begin to help you.”

“And I can help you. Remember?”

She screwed her face up and shook her head. “I knew I should have lied about that.”

“And you know lying isn’t an option with me. Honesty is part of the bond between us.”

“I know,” she replied and then added, “Do you think you should warn your mom? About me coming over.”

“No, she’ll go into panic mode and have enough food ready for an army. This way we can help her prepare lunch.”

“If that’s what you think is best. I hate to impose.”

“You will never be an imposition where my mom is concerned.”

She settled back and watched the world go by, happy to be with him at last. The trees looked taller, the grass looked greener, and the sky bluer than she could ever remember. Caroline was right; things were different now she was bonded to Kurt. Inside, her animal shifted a little closer, and Nadine was filled with hope that she might be able to command it one day soon.

“You off in that dream world again?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. Just thinking how strangely everything turned out. You know, me coming to your gallery opening, then the car, and you running in just the right direction to find me. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t shown up.”

“Yes, fate, I guess. I sometimes wonder what made me chase Fiona that day. It was stupid and reckless and cruel. But if I hadn’t, then she wouldn’t have met her mate, and I wouldn’t have met you.”

They were winding their way up towards his house, and Nadine was slightly dismayed when they arrived and there were motorbikes outside. 

“I think your mom already has visitors.”

“Then two more won’t hurt.” He grinned when he saw her face. “Now I know what I’ve been looking like these last few weeks. Scared of seeing anyone, worried I won’t be accepted for who I am.”

“Damn, now I know what I sound like, too.” She undid her seatbelt and got out of the car. She could do this; she could go in there and meet his family and it would be cool. They wouldn’t all look at her as the woman who ran out on her mate. Or so she hoped.

“Hi there.” Mia was the first to greet them when they walked in through the back door. “It’s going to be nice to have another female around. Sometimes I get tired of the guys, you know?” she said, instantly putting Nadine at ease.

“How can you ever get tired of me, honey?” Joel came over and gave her a hug and then said, “Nice to meet you properly, Nadine. Last night was a bit wild.”

“We reported what happened the sheriff in Bear Creek, Brad, he’ll keep an eye out for your car. He filed a report and everything. But he isn’t hopeful; there have been loads of thefts lately and nothing ever turns up, and no one has any information.” said Mia.

“Thanks, Mia, it’s only a car. At least no one was hurt.”

“No problem. We’re family now, remember?” Mia smiled, and Nadine was struck by how pretty she was and how damn hot she looked in her leather catsuit, while Nadine felt as though her conservative dress made her melt into the background. But Kurt came over and gave her a cold beer and kissed her cheek, and she knew that to him, she was the most beautiful person in the room, just as, to her, he was the most handsome. Her eyes were only for him, and they always would be now they were bonded mates.

 


Chapter Fifteen – Kurt

“You look good, Kurt,” Joel said with a knowing wink. “I saw Nadine at your exhibition. It wasn’t until she walked away that I saw the likeness to that painting of yours. I didn’t know whether to say anything to you or not. I feel bad that I didn’t.”

They were standing outside. The kitchen was a hive of activity, and men had retired outdoors. “Don’t worry about it, Joel. It’s turned out OK.”

“Your mom is over the moon, her two kids all bonded and happy.”

“I’m not sure I’m completely happy.” He saw Joel’s expression change. “I still haven’t been able to … you know … shift.”

“Ahh. Well, you need to just let go. You’re too tightly wound. Wolves, you need to become more bear. ”

Kurt laughed. “And what exactly does it mean to become more bear?”

“You need to chill, you know. Relax with your lady and not take it all so seriously. That wolf of yours is still in there. You just got yourself so tightly wound right now, you don’t know how to let him go anymore.”

“So my sister married a shrink too?” Kurt asked, wondering if it really was that simple.

“I am a jack of all trades,” Joel said, nudging Kurt as Mia called them in to eat. “But don’t tell Mia, she’ll have me doing everything. Sometimes a man needs a few secrets, and she does like to take pity on me, especially when she sees how inept I am at the laundry. Rolls her eyes and wonders how I ever got along living on my own for so long.”

“My lips are sealed. I must admit, though, Joel, I didn’t think there was a perfect match out there for my sister, but you are it.”

“Bears.” Joel lifted his beer in salute.

“Bears.” Kurt laughed and followed his brother-in-law inside.

They ate, his mom beaming as she took in her son and daughter and their mates. Plus, Ion had joined them. They skirted around anything serious, and just enjoyed each other’s company and getting to know Nadine, who seemed more relaxed. Maybe Joel had it right. They needed to be more bear.

Smiling to himself, he caught Nadine’s eyes. She blushed, smiling shyly at him, and he felt a surge of love for her. He was going to take Joel’s advice and just have fun with her for a few days. Maybe that was all they both needed. Now they were together, perhaps if they just chilled out, their animal sides would be easy to control. And he sure would love to know what she was under that skin of hers.

If only he could help her draw it out into the light. He could sense her need to conquer her other side. In that way, they were the same. Maybe fate had it right there too: they needed each other to become whole, to be complete.

 


Chapter Sixteen – Nadine

“That’s what Joel said?” she asked. They were walking up into the mountains along an old bear trail. Hand in hand, enjoying being in each other’s company.

“Pretty much. We should learn to be more bear.” He threw his hands out dramatically and spoke in a deep voice. 

“Maybe you should try roaring, instead of howling.” She burst out laughing at the look of horror on his face. 

“I am so glad you find it amusing,” he said, pulling her into his arms and kissing her fiercely, wanting to claim her. Maybe Joel was right, and sex was activity that would make him relax more.

“I can already see the animal in you.” She pulled back, brushing his shoulder-length hair back from his face. “I think you are all wolf, Kurt.”

“I know a nice place up in the mountains. There is a deep mountain pool, very secluded, just right for some rest and relaxation.”

“Sounds tempting.” She kissed his lips again, feeling a tremor of desire starting at the base of her spine and threading its way upwards. “I think that you should show me.”

He took her hand and they continued up the trail, the trees clearing to give them a view over the land below. “There’s Wolf Valley,” he said. “It looks so quiet there, so peaceful. I hope it will be again. I always thought it would be where I raised my children. Our children.”

“It just needs someone to take control. An alpha.”

He put his arm around her and held her close. “Not me. I have no desire to be anything than a husband and father.”

“And an artist.”

“Come on, I want to go skinny-dipping with you.” He dragged her faster up the side of the mountain, the sun warm on their backs. Sure footed, he took her through trees and across a meadow before leading her down over large rocks. As they drew closer, she could hear the sound of running water and then she caught a glimpse of the falls. A curtain of water falling off the side of the mountain, it dropped into a large pool, the spray creating a mist, making it appear ethereal.

“It’s stunning.”

Loosing her hand, he ran forward, pulling his sweater over his head, and then his T-shirt. She did the same, although she did glance around first just to check there was no one around. But when the last of his clothes lay abandoned on the bank, and he jumped into the pool, she let go of her inhibitions and followed him.

It was so cold it took her breath away. Screaming with shock, she swam towards him, the exercise making her body warm up, but her skin was ice cold.

“Refreshing, isn’t it?” he asked.

Nadine splashed him in the face, making him gasp. “Very,” she said, laughing and then swimming away from him.

He swam after her and she dived under the water, swimming swiftly away from him. Then she doubled back and surfaced just in front of him, her hair swept back from her face. He reached out and touched it, threading it through his fingers.

“I always thought it would burn me, the fire of your hair.”

Treading water, she let him stroke her face, and then his hand moved lower, grazing her breasts. His fingers tweaked her nipple, which was hard and taut from the cold of the water. Moving closer to him, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. His hand went to rub between her thighs, and her arousal grew, warming her body until the chill of the water didn’t even register with her brain.

“Come with me,” he said, taking her back to the bank and helping her out. Then he gathered up their clothes and led her towards the waterfall. “There is a small cave behind here. We can relax a little bit more.”

“Relax?” She slid her hand over his chest, and looked down to see his cock, erect despite the cold water.

“I think you know what I mean, Nadine.”

“I hope so,” she said.

True enough, there was a small cave, although the sound of the water hitting the pool was so loud, they couldn’t hear themselves talk. But who needed to talk?

Kurt laid his clothes out for her to sit on, and then came to her. His mouth found hers, lips hot and hungry for a taste of his mate. He ignited a fire deep within her. In the last day, he had awoken so many parts of her, and she was sure her creature stirred in agreement. In fact, it wanted to take control.

Pushing him down onto his back, she straddled him, taking hold of his hands and placing them above his head. With one hand, she held them there, knowing he could easily free himself from her if he wanted to, but he was playing along with her fantasy. The other hand wrapped around his cock, stroking it, teasing it until his hips lifted off the floor and he groaned in appreciation.

Finding courage from somewhere, she raised herself up, guiding herself down onto him, trying to relax as the tip of his cock slipped inside her sex. Slowly she lowered herself down, taking him inch by inch until she thought he would tear her in two. He was so big, and so deep inside her, but her sex yielded to him, her tight muscles gripping him.

A deep guttural sound came from him, his eyes flashing with hunger for more, and she gave it to him. Circling her hips, she allowed greater friction between their bodies. It felt wonderful, his cock rubbing against the inner walls of her sex. Finding a rhythm, she experimented with lifting herself up and then sliding back down. Oh, did that feel good.

Closing her eyes, she released his hands, sitting upright to ride out her arousal, chasing her elusive orgasm. Kurt sat up, holding her close, and then claimed her breasts with his mouth. Her hips bucked when his teeth grazed her nipple, and her pace quickened, her voice rising high, only to be lost to the thundering waterfall. 

Faster, harder, she needed him to be inside her and all around her. Skin against skin, her nerve endings on fire to his every touch until she came. Her orgasm crashed into her just as the thundering water crashed into the pool below. Kurt held her still, and jerked into her, his seed spurting inside her as he cried out her name.

When they were spent, he gathered her to him and she kissed him fiercely. When she finally let him go, she placed her lips close to his ear so that he could hear her words. “How relaxed are you now?”

“Very?” His hands roamed her body and his mouth kissed her skin, until the light began to disappear from the sky.

“It’s late. We should go.”

He looked out, through the veil of water. “I hadn’t realised it had got so late.”

“It’s a long walk home.” Nadine experienced a sudden apprehension about walking down the mountain in the dark. “We should hurry.”

“Hey,” he said, kissing her. “I will keep you safe.”

“I know. But that wolf yesterday, it scared me. And I would rather get home.” She saw the way his face dropped and knew she had made him feel incapable of protecting her. “And I am starving.”

“Back to your house for food and more relaxing?”

“That sounds like a good plan.” She kissed him and then moved away from him and began to dress. He did the same, and within ten minutes, they were slipping along the narrow ledge and out into the open air.

The sky above them was darkening to an inky blue, and when they reached the clearing, they could see the sun setting in the distance. It was beautiful and to be here with her mate and experience it with him was an amazing experience, yet still the thought of getting home was foremost in her head. The dark scared her.

“We didn’t exactly get much done in the way of practice for you to relearn to control your wolf,” she said when they began to move again.

“No rush. No pressure.”

“Be like a bear,” she said laughing.

“Yes. I want to enjoy what we have for a couple of days, and then we can get into the hard stuff.”

“As long as we aren’t just putting it off.”

He put his arm around her and said, “No, not at all. You have already taught me to face my fears, and I want to help you too.”

“I don’t know if that’s possible,” she replied honestly. 

“Are you ready to share what happened? You know, not being able to change?” he asked quietly.

“There isn’t much to tell. My mom and dad taught me what to do, how to prepare. But as puberty came … and then went … it became obvious nothing was going to happen. I know that is unusual, normally your other side is dying to burst out. But not with me.”

“Did anything happen? To put you off?”

“I don’t think so. At least not that I remember.” She fell silent, thinking back over her childhood. Being brought up in a small commune where they were open about everything animal, she had been surrounded by others who could easily change. “All of my friends began to change and I was excited. Especially since my parents weren’t sure what I would be.”

“What are your parents?” he asked.

“My dad was a bear; my mom was a red fox. Hence the hair.” Nadine held a strand of her hair up.  “She was so sure that was what I was going to be.”

“What if you are a bear! Damn, that would be weird, both me and my sister ending up with a bear as a mate.” 

“My parents used to argue over it. First, it would start off in a friendly way, but then it would get nasty and they would insult each other. I can’t tell you how mad my mom used to get with me at not being able to change. I was a disappointment to her. It was as if she thought I was doing it on purpose. You know, like I didn’t want to change.”

“Maybe you didn’t?” Kurt said. They were nearing the end of the trail now, and they had to cut across though the woodland to her house. It was as they were descending off the path that he stopped and stiffened. She knew immediately he had sensed something. They were not alone.

 


Chapter Seventeen – Kurt

“What is it?” she asked quietly.

“I don’t know. But I think there’s someone watching us.” He took her hand and held it tight, leading her down through the trees. “I don’t know if we should cut back through to my house.”

“No, it’s too far out of the way, and we would only be putting your mom in danger too.”

They both kept their voices low and their footsteps quiet as he tried to listen for anything unusual in the trees. There was no sound, which he realised told him all he needed to know. The birds were quiet, and there were no other animals moving around. That meant only one thing. A predator was here in the forest with them.

“Do you think we should run for my cabin?” she asked quietly.

Kurt was tired of running. He was a wolf, not a rabbit who had to hightail it out of every situation instead of facing up to danger. Inside him, the wolf got up and stretched, flexing his muscles. Maybe it was time to take back control and get rid of this threat once and for all. It angered him that there was some other creature out here threatening his mate.

A laugh, high pitched and laced with menace, came to them through the trees. “I can see you,” a voice said.

Then he felt the familiar frisson of electricity as the man changed into his animal. There was no doubt in Kurt’s mind; this was the same wolf who had attacked Nadine last night. 

“Kurt?” Nadine was staring at him.

“I have to protect you, Nadine.”

“Are you sure?” Her face showed him her concern; it also showed him her fear. “I couldn’t live if anything happened to you.”

“And I couldn’t live if anything happened to you, which is why I have to try.”

Stepping away from her he tried to picture his wolf, but it evaded him, hiding in the corners of his mind. Trying once more to coax it out, he became aware of the other wolf approaching them. Instead of coaxing, he commanded and his wolf came. In a split second he shimmered out of the world, no longer existing, until he returned, sharp teeth and claws, ready to defend his female.

Both relieved and anxious, Nadine stepped forward and ran her hands through his fur, he shivered in delight. Rubbing his head against her thigh, he enjoyed her touch. Then he saw movement and the other wolf was there.

Kurt was bigger, his coat thicker, his paws huge next to the other mangy cur. But the look of maniacal menace was clear in his opponent, and Kurt knew he must not underestimate him, or he risked losing.

Circling them, the attacker came closer, while Kurt always moved to keep himself between his opponent and Nadine. She was his to protect at all cost. And then the world erupted into claws, teeth, and fur as his attacker pounced.

Kurt slashed at him, his hackles rising as he fought to push his opponent back. But the other wolf was quick, and Kurt, out of practice at being wolf, took a few minutes to get full control of his wolf senses. However, once he did, he took charge, teeth and claws a blur as he flung himself full force at the smaller wolf.

His opponent cried out in pain, yelping when Kurt drew blood. The part of Kurt that had been responsible for chasing his cousin into the mountains resurfaced and tried to grab hold. This part of him wanted to beat the smaller wolf until he lay dead on the ground. It slashed with its claws and ripped with its teeth. Then Kurt reined it in, taking back control. As the crumpled body of the other wolf lay on the floor, he took a step back, looking up into the horrified face of Nadine.

What had he done? She looked at him as though he were a murderer. Was he? Had he killed his opponent?

 


Chapter Eighteen – Nadine

“Kurt,” she said gently, her hands going into his thick fur, stroking him, soothing him while he tried to capture his breath. “It’s finished. Over,” she repeated to him. She was so afraid; the body of the wolf in front of them was wounded, its breathing shallow. She clung to the hope that they would not have to answer to a murder charge.

Then the horrifying sound of other wolves came to them. Through the trees below, the haunting howl of their attacker’s pack mates came to them.

Kurt nudged her, pressing her to run. She knew he wanted to protect her, and sending her away was the most sensible thing. But she had made a promise to herself never to leave her true mate again, and she was going to stick to it.

Like shadows, they materialised from the trees, growling, low and menacing when they saw the wolf on his side, blood matting his coat. Kurt drew himself up to his full height, but they both knew he could never take on the other three wolves. It was impossible, and if he tried, she would fight with him. 

Crouching down, she wrapped her hand around a large rock. It sickened her, but if she had to, she would crack it over their heads. They were bonded, a team against whatever life threw at them, and right now, it was throwing wolves, big, menacing wolves.

Growling, one of the wolves, sleek and black, made its way over to its fallen comrade. Sniffing it, it nudged the unconscious body, whining and licking its face. Slowly, life returned and it lifted its head. Nadine had never felt so relieved. But what was going to happen now?

Shakily, it got to its feet, shaking the dirt from its coat, and then its hackles rose and it snapped and growled at Kurt, ready to try again to defeat him. Yet instead of helping its pack mate, the sleek wolf grasped the scruff of its neck and made it fall down to its knees.

The other two wolves started forward, but then stopped. Something passed between them, and they came and helped the fallen wolf up, before disappearing into the trees, one on each side of their injured pack mate, making sure he didn’t turn around.

The sleek, black wolf made its way slowly into the trees, the night covering it, while Nadine and Kurt watched. Then Nadine felt the peculiar prickling on her skin as the wolf changed and the curvy silhouette of a woman stood in the shadows.

“He won’t come near you again,” she said.

“How can you be sure?” Nadine asked.

“Because he knows what will happen if he does again. I will rip his throat out personally.”

“And who exactly are you?” Nadine asked.

The other woman laughed. “Nice try. But that is my secret. Although I’m sure you’ll be hearing a lot more from my brothers and me. Wolf Valley is ours for the taking, and we plan to take it.” She took a step further into the trees and then added, “If your wolf wants to join us, he is welcome. He has the right qualities to join us.”

“And exactly what qualities are those?”

“He enjoys inflicting pain and misery; I could tell by the way he fought. A little push and he would be just like us.”

Nadine curled her fingers into Kurt’s fur. “But he has learned to control it.”

“Only because he has you.” She sighed dramatically. “Maybe that’s all we need. A mate to love us.” Then she laughed again. “But our way is much more fun. Who needs a collar and leash?”

Then she was gone, the air shimmering as she became pure wolf once more and disappeared into the night.

Beside her, Kurt stood still as stone. They both listened, not sure if it was over and the other wolves weren’t just playing some kind of trick. Were they letting Kurt and Nadine think they were safe, before returning and attacking once more? His wolf senses being more acute, Kurt lifted his head, sniffing the air and then tilting his head to listen. 

When he moved away, at first she thought it was to go into the trees to check it was safe, but then he stopped and turned to look at her, and she knew he was preparing to change back. She held her breath, not sure if he had enough control, or confidence, to do this. However, she tried not to let her fear show; he needed to know she believed in him. And she did.

The air around him shimmered, and he faded away, before the tall, toned perfection of Kurt came back to her. She ran to him, her arms going around his neck and she sobbed into his chest with relief.

“I knew you could do it,” she said.

“I’m glad someone did. There was definitely a moment when I thought I would be stuck in that hospital again for months while you talked some sense into me.”

“Would that have been so bad?” she asked.

Putting his arm around her, he kissed her and then said, “No. I don’t care where I am as long as you are there.”

“Shall we go home?” she asked. “It is safe now, right?”

“As far as I can tell. Although that has to have been the weirdest encounter ever.” Kurt held her close, chasing away her fear. 

“Who are they? Do you know?” she asked.

“I have no idea. But I’m sure it’s not the last we’ve seen of them. I just hope she keeps her word and that mongrel stays away from you.” The breath shuddered in his body as he tried to calm his rage. “I came so close to killing him, and if he hurt you, or frightens you again, I really don’t know if I will be responsible for my actions. Maybe she was right; there is something bad inside of me.”

“You are not like them.” She kissed his cheek. “You have me. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”

“That counts for everything.” He took her hand and they made their way down through the tress to her cabin. They took their time, stopping often to check for any signs there was an ambush waiting for them. But there was nothing, although when they reached her cabin, they still went through their routine of checking the house room by room.

 

***

 

“So what about you?” Kurt asked as they sat eating dinner in her small kitchen.

“What about me?” she asked.

“How do we prise you open and let your animal out?” 

Her mouth turned down as she remembered all of the effort and disappointment pushing down on her. Hadn’t she tried her hardest? Her mom certainly had, going over and over the principles of shifting from a human to an animal. But for Nadine, the fear of letting go and becoming something else was too much. Or was it the fear of not becoming what her mom wanted her to be?

She set her fork down. “I’m scared.”

Kurt stopped chewing and looked at her, his eyes full of understanding. Swallowing his food down, he said, “I will be here right beside you.”

“What if I step out of this world and don’t know how to come back?”

“You’ve treated so many people. You know that won’t happen,” he encouraged.

“That’s just it, though. Everyone else I have ever treated knew their animal. They could see it in their head. Mine is just a sensation as if something is brushing against the corners of my mind. It’s hidden in the dark.”

“Maybe it’s shy?”

She burst out laughing. “Usually the problem is putting them back in, not letting them out. But I guess you could be right. Damn, I’m mixed up. The more I think about it, the more I believe that I hid that side of me away. I knew whatever I was, I would disappoint one of my parents, or both.”

“Come on. I have a plan.” He took her hand and led her to the sitting room. There he made her sit on the floor, cross-legged, looking at him. “Now, this is one of the things you taught me when I was wolf. I couldn’t see you, but I could hear your voice and it pulled me back.”

“OK,” she said, willing to try anything to finally be whole.

“Hold my hands.” He held out his hands to her and she placed hers onto his warm, comforting palms. When he curled his fingers around her hands, she felt safe and secure. She could do this with his help. “Right. Now close your eyes and let your mind empty of everything.”

This part was easy, Nadine was used to meditating and soon a relaxed state covered her. Only his voice penetrated her thoughts.

“I want you to be open to what is inside you. Don’t try to seek it out. Just accept it when it comes to you.”

“OK.” She had searched every crevice of her mind trying to find her other self, but never found it. The creature always seemed to be just out of reach, cowering in the dark in case it wasn’t accepted for who it was. This time she didn’t search; she simply sat down and waited. 

After a while bamboo sprouted up all around her and a tree grew in her mind. A tree. What games was her mind playing? But then something moved in the tree, and she looked up very slowly to see the beautiful mask of a red panda coming down to her. Its soft, bushy tail helped it to balance while it descended head first down towards her.

Tears ran down her cheeks: this was her. Her other side. Nadine didn’t speak, didn’t move as the small animal came to sit opposite her and ate some bamboo. She lost track of time, only the beat of her heart and the feel of Kurt’s warm hands closed around hers kept her from slipping out of reality permanently.

Slowly she moved her hand. The red panda watched her, no fear in its eyes, only wonder. Stretching her hand towards it, she held her breath while the panda leaned forward, sniffed her fingertips, and then allowed her to stroke it.

“I’ve found you,” she said. And the expression on the panda’s face was one of acceptance. They were part of each other in the same way Kurt was a part of her.

 


Chapter Nineteen – Kurt

“I did it,” she said, her face filled with tears of joy. He didn’t think he had ever seen anyone so happy or so beautiful. Her red hair framed her face, her skin pale yet tinged with pink as her excitement overflowed.

“I knew you could.” He grinned and then hugged her, feeling the excitement coursing through her body. “Ready for the next step?”

“I’m not sure,” she said, shaking her head and turning from him.

“Hey, come here. I’ll be with you.” He wanted her to trust him, to know that he would never let her down. But he also had to understand her fears; they were the same fears he had experienced only hours before. “I love you, Nadine Dury. You are going to be my mate for life, my wife, the mother of our children, and I need you to know that I would move heaven and earth to keep you safe. If anything goes wrong, I would always find a way to bring you back.”

“Thank you, Kurt,” she said, kissing him, and he wanted to pick her up and take her to bed right now and tell her to forget the whole thing and just let him bury himself inside her and chase her fears away. But that would not help her to conquer her deepest fear; it was his duty as her mate to help her overcome this. 

“Let’s go outside now. And we can change together. I’ll go first and talk you through it. Then you try. OK?” 

“Not really,” she said nervously, but then she took his hand. “I can do it with your help. We’re invincible, right?”

“Right.” At least he hoped so. 

Out into the cool night air, they stood in front of her cabin and faced each other. He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate on how he changed, to break it down into minute actions, when to him it was something he did so naturally. It was almost like breathing, but he had learned this as a child and that was where he tried to put his mind now. Back into the memories of the first time he changed into his wolf.

“Close your eyes. Picture your other side. Feel it, as if you could touch it. The softness of its fur, its eyes and your eyes, they have to become one. Can you see it?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “I can.”

“Now you have to step into it. Put your hand next to me. I’ll go first and you can feel the air around me as it changes. It just happens, don’t freak out or try to force it.”

She did as he asked and touched the space around him as he stepped out of this world. When he returned, her hand was still in place, as she concentrated on him.

“I see it. I know it. I’ve helped so many other people change back. I can do this.”

Kurt looked at her with a wolfish, lopsided smile, hoping his expression was one of encouragement. Or maybe it would just freak her out, but then she closed her eyes, and around her the air shimmered. For one awful moment, she disappeared from this world and his sense of loss was profound. Albeit momentary, because then she was there. A small, cute red panda. Not exactly what he’d imagined, but at least she wasn’t actually a bear!

 


Chapter Twenty – Nadine

If this wasn’t the strangest experience of her whole life, she didn’t know what was. But once she got the hang of how her legs moved, she soon ran around in circles, watched over by her big, bad wolf. Who looked so goofy while he watched her, it made her want to laugh. She wondered what he thought of her, and maybe he wished he hadn’t helped her discover this other side of herself now after all. 

Would a wolf ever see the appeal of a cute red panda?

Once the excitement was over, she had the need to find out if she could change back. Being a small red panda for an hour or two was one thing; to be one forever was something else. And that scared her.

Standing in front of him, looking up at his big snout and sharp teeth, she tried to concentrate. Having spent so many years looking at herself in the mirror, this part should be easy, right? She sure hoped so.

Picturing herself, she suddenly couldn’t remember what clothes she was wearing. Did it matter? She panicked and thought she had blown it, but then the world shifted and went blank. Her breathing came fast, a panic attack threatening, but then she came back to herself. She was standing looking down at her wolf, who was wagging his tail like a dog.

“I did it!” she shouted.

Kurt changed before her eyes, dragging her into his arms. “That’s my girl,” he said, kissing her mouth.

Flinging her arms around his neck, she held him close, wondering if the last two days had been a dream. With the threat of the other wolves temporarily gone, she allowed herself to be happy. She had found Kurt; he was everything she could ever wish for and, more importantly, he was her true mate.

 She had also found her other self, a red panda. She knew her mom would be upset, but she didn’t care. She was unique, and the children she shared with Kurt would be unique, and she would make sure they knew that being different was OK. In fact, being different was good, because if she hadn’t been different, she would never have made it her career to help others who were unique, like Gibb. 

And of course, she would never have met Kurt, her mate and the man she was going to drag off to bed. Right this minute.


The End

*
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A wolf needs his mate! Come along for the ride, as four hot, sexy wolf shifters, finally find their one true mate.

 

Redeem the Wolf

 

Kurt has made mistakes, big mistakes. Like the time he chased his cousin up into the mountains and nearly caused her death, all for the chance of power in the otherwise lawless town of Wolf Valley. But his actions only proved one thing, he would never be alpha material. He doubts he will ever be fit for anything since he ended up stuck in the body of his wolf for far too long. A wolf who has now abandoned him.

 

One woman saved him; she coaxed the man out, bringing him back from the brink of insanity. He was sure she was his mate, but she couldn't be, because she left even before he could thank her. All he has to hold onto is the memory of her face, a face he paints over and over again, a face he may never set eyes on again.

 

To Catch A Wolf

 

At last, after what seems like an eternal wait, Hugo has caught his mate. But not in any romantic way, oh no, she’s lying face down in the dirt after trying to rustle his cattle with the other wolf raiders. All she wants to do is rip his throat out; he knows that because she’s telling him explicitly, with some extremely unladylike language. All he wants to do is pick her up, throw her over his shoulder, and take her to his bed. There he will indulge in such primal pleasures, he will capture her heart too. Right?

 

If only life was that easy.

 

Damn it! Bliss Merric has just about had it! Her life has never been her own, she has always put her family first. That is why she is out here, in the dark with her brothers, trying to rustle cattle. Well, at least she was with her brothers, but they have now abandoned her and left her alone. With her mate!

 

It’s not what she wants; he’s not what she wants. But when you’re face down in the mud with his big, toned, muscly body pinning you down... No! Don’t think of him like that. He is the enemy, she has to fight her way out of this.

 

Can Hugo catch his wolf, or will she run out of his life forever?

 

Reclaim the Wolf

 

Cole is determined to start over. Yes, he did steal from the people of Wolf Valley, but now he's out to prove himself to be a good man. And he plans to start by offering to repair the damage to the property of one of his victims.

 

It all sounds so easy, until she pulls a gun on him. Although that's not what renders him unconscious, oh no, that would be the blow to his head!

 

Trying to get by as best she can, despite the personal heartache she has experienced at the downfall of Wolf Valley, Kira isn't interested in finding her mate. What's the point when all the good men have left town? So imagine her disgust when called on for help, by her friend Fara, only to find the man lying unconscious on the ground is one of those raiders. And her mate!

 

Maybe she should simply ignore the mating bond. But how is that possible when all she wants to do is drag him off to bed. As for her wolf, talk about making a fool of yourself while doing a happy dance.

 

Can these two ever begin to understand each other? And if they do, will Cole become the long awaited alpha of Wolf Valley now he's found his mate? Can he right the wrongs of the past and help Kira mend her broken heart?

 

Awakening the Alpha

 

Will Wolf Valley finally have an Alpha?

 

Riley is convinced that if he can find his mate he will finally be able to restore order to Wolf Valley. So when he meets his mate for the first time, and she refuses to change from wolf to human, he is understandably disappointed.

 

Why is she hiding from him?

 

Natalie ran away. A thing she has done for many years. But will the pull of her mate, finally get her to face up to the heart ache of the past?

 

Only when these two wolf shifters come together, will Wolf Valley stand a chance of avoiding the danger that threatens, when an old adversary returns.
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