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 Silverback Dragon

 

 

He knows she’s here, somewhere close by, so why can’t he find her? Can fate really be so cruel?

Harlan can sense his mate. He has sensed her for months, and yet he can’t find her. Is he too old? Are his senses failing? Maybe it’s his imagination. Maybe it’s time to leave Bear Creek, and all his hopes behind.

Fiona has hidden away for centuries. Only when she met the people of Bear Creek and learned to trust them, did she dare reveal her other side. Only here has she acknowledged she is a dragon shifter. That’s what love does to a person, it allows them to be themselves. It allows them to trust, to believe.

But something is stirring out there. Something that calls to her heart and her soul.

She knows it’s time to reveal her true self. Whatever the cost. And, from experience, Fiona knows the cost only too well.

Just when it looks as if she is going to get her own happy ever after, fate has one more hand to play. Two girls are handed to social services by their stepmother. It’s not unusual, Fiona has seen it many times before—Five hundred and thirty-one—to be exact. But these two girls are special. Very special, and Fiona will sacrifice everything to give them the home they need. 

Will her mate feel the same way? Or will she have to make the ultimate sacrifice?

.

 

 


Chapter One – Fiona

“Are you OK, Fiona?” Caroline asked.

Fiona breathed evenly, putting a frown on her face as she asked briskly, “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You tell me?” Caroline cocked her head at Fiona, studying her. Fiona hated being studied. She hated being weighed, judged, and assessed. But she kept her countenance calm, mixing in a small amount of annoyance. She had to keep up appearances.

“There is nothing wrong with me,” Fiona said hotly. But there was. So much she dared not voice a single word, in case the floodgates opened and the people of Bear Creek, the people she had grown so fond of that she loved, saw the real woman inside. She had cultivated a certain persona over the last few decades to protect herself, both physically and emotionally.

Caroline let her gaze drop and she turned to fill the kettle. “We’ve not seen much of you lately, that’s all. We thought you’d abandoned us.”

Fiona let out a sigh. “Busy at work.”

“I can understand that.” Caroline set the kettle to boil and turned her attention back to Fiona. “There are a lot of people in town who owe you a debt. If ever you need those debts repaid…”

Fiona swallowed the lump in her throat and coughed. “I have never seen them as debts that needed repaying. Everything I do, I do because I believe it is the right thing.”

“I’m a soldier too, Fiona. I understand more than most.” Caroline smiled awkwardly. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. I’m blunt, you understand that better than most people. However, I wanted you to know that if there is anything… anything at all, that Carter and I can do. Or Fern and Teagan: they would be there by your side in an instant if you needed them.”

Fiona swung around to look out of the window, blinking the tears from her eyes. If she used the back of her hand to brush them away, Caroline would know she was crying. And that would not do. That would not do at all. Dragons never showed their emotions. What had being a part of this happy community done to her?

“The hops look good,” Fiona stated.

“Yes. I always love spring. A time for new beginnings.” Caroline accepted the change of subject, took cups down from the cupboard, and made the tea. Fiona listened to the noises: cups clattering together, water being poured, and the tinkle of a spoon stirring the tea. She closed her eyes and brought herself back to center, away from the raging emotions she had fought for the last few months.

“And a new baby.” Fiona turned back to face Caroline, now completely in control of herself and her dragon, which was where most of this emotional upheaval was erupting from.

Caroline patted her baby bump. “For a woman who never wanted children of her own, I seem to be popping them out like candy.”

Fiona snorted. “You make a good mom, Caroline. And Carter seems so happy and settled.”

“Yes, no more movies.” Caroline rubbed her back. “I think this will be our last child, though.”

“The town is filled with a new generation.” Fiona was beginning to think it might be time to move on. She was far too attached to them all. With no other reason for her dragon’s continued unrest, their emotional attachment to the people in Bear Creek was where Fiona laid the blame for her odd behavior.

“Yes. Fern’s going to have baby number two any day now.” Caroline looked across to Fiona, and ventured, “I don’t think I’ve ever known one person be the godparent to as many children as you are, Fiona.”

“Guardian,” Fiona corrected. “I’ve never seen myself as a godparent. I can’t influence a child’s morals or temper their behavior with wise words. But I do know how to protect.”

“Dear Fiona,” Caroline said suddenly, and her tone made Fiona want to run from the kitchen and fly away, so that she didn’t have to hear the next words Caroline uttered. “If there is one thing in the world I could wish for, it is that you could find your mate. You deserve to find happiness more than anyone I know.”

Fiona put her cup down on the countertop and leaned on the smooth surface as her dragon lifted its head and breathed fire into the chasm of their empty heart. “I don’t think that is ever going to happen. Anyway, I’m too old.”

Caroline frowned. “No one is too old for love.” She studied Fiona again, looking at her hair, which had far too many silver streaks in it, and the wrinkles on her face, which could no longer pass as laughter lines. “How old are you?”

“A lady never reveals her age,” Fiona said tartly.

“I thought you once said that you weren’t a lady.” Caroline reached for a cookie jar. “Here. I’ll stop teasing you now.”

Fiona took a cookie. “Thank you.” She stared at the sweet treat in her hand. “Thank you for caring, too.”

Caroline looked stunned but hid it behind dunking her cookie in her tea. The two women stood in silence, the conversation killed by Fiona acknowledging Caroline’s thoughtfulness. And that was why Fiona kept herself so tightly bound. She took a bite of her cookie. Things truly were starting to unravel. She had to find the reason.

Her dragon settled back down and rested its head on its taloned feet. At last, the human side of Fiona had admitted there was something wrong. There was a reason she had felt so on edge lately. Her nights had become disturbed, with fleeting sensations of something, or someone, calling to her. But then it would pass, and Fiona was more than willing to let it go. She had built a safe, stable life for herself, it had taken her decades to find a small fragment of happiness; she wasn’t about to give it up.

Her dragon disagreed. Her dragon wanted more: she didn’t want to hide in the shadows and hold onto a fragment of happiness, she wanted to live life to the fullest. To risk everything, but for what? 

The something that was out there. The something that brushed against her consciousness.

She touched the jade ring on her finger. Maybe it was time to take off the ring. She’d been hiding too long. But hiding had kept her safe. Was a desire for change really enough to risk her own safety?

“Hey there, sorry we are late.” Teagan burst into the room with a heavily pregnant Fern close behind her.

“We had to drop Walt Junior off, Theo offered to look after him while he writes an article. He’ll be lucky.” Fern looked tired, but that was to be expected. Fiona had seen so many pregnancies, but she still experienced a thrill of excitement every time a new baby was born. And a twinge of jealousy.

“How are you, Fiona?” Teagan kissed Fiona’s cheek and hugged her.

“As I have just been telling Caroline, I am fine,” Fiona said tartly.

Teagan pulled back abruptly at her tone. “Have I missed something?”

Fiona’s face colored. “No. Nothing at all. I’m a little tired.”

“Perhaps it’s time to let that dragon of yours out for a while,” Teagan suggested. “I know if I keep my bear pent up for too long she starts to climb the walls of my mind.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Fiona said, picking her tea back up and sipping it. “Now, what news of these children of yours?”

Teagan’s face erupted into a beaming smile. “Oh, Joshua took his first steps. Want to see?” 

Teagan pulled her smartphone from her pocket and scrolled through to find the short video clip of her son letting go of the sofa and making a mad dash on wobbly legs across to Cal. The women crowded around to watch, all smiling, all laughing. All reminiscing over when their first child took their first steps in this big, beautiful world.

All except Fiona, who had filled her life with other people’s children, protecting them, nurturing them, and taking pride as they became aware of their other side. How many shifter children had she helped?

Five hundred and thirty-one, her dragon replied in her head.

You counted them all? Fiona asked.

Of course, I did. They are the future. Her dragon puffed tendrils of smoke from her nose. 

Fiona was well aware her dragon longed to have a baby of her own. It didn’t even have to be a biological baby. All her dragon had wanted these long years was to find another like herself. To know she wasn’t the last of her kind. But the jade ring kept them secret. Fiona had worn it since the time when men hunted dragons. A time when rogue dragons helped those men, in return for the captured dragon’s treasure.

After her father’s death at their hands, Fiona’s nonshifter mother had traded a large portion of the family treasure for this one ring, imbued with magic to conceal her daughter’s other side. It had become a part of Fiona and had not left her finger for centuries. 

But the days of the hunters are over, her dragon reminded her.

What if they are not? What if they are waiting out there for me to reveal myself? Fiona asked.

And what if they are not? her dragon replied. 

Fiona shook her head. She needed to give this more thought. And yet she had never concealed her true self from her friends in Bear Creek. Had that been her way of testing the theory that the dragon slayers were long dead?

No one had ever come here to hunt her. Fiona looked down at her finger, at the worn ring, and made a decision. Wasn’t it better to die in hope, than to live with fear? 

Slipping the ring off her finger, she placed it in her purse. If she expected to feel any different, she was wrong. No big supernatural finger appeared above her head, pointing down at her. No blinding light struck her down. 

Everything was as it was before. In some ways, this disappointed Fiona. She had expected fate to roll up on the doorstep immediately and point her in the direction of the nearest dragon.

But Fiona had long since stopped believing in what the people today called fairy tales. Even though she had witnessed many of them firsthand, Fiona did not expect her own happy ever after.


Chapter Two – Harlan

“Are you sure you want to go back to the city?” Chrysi asked Harlan. “We’ve set up an office here that works just as efficiently.”

“I know.” He sighed, his heart heavy. He was giving in, for the first time in his life; he was giving in without experiencing success. “But if I stay, I am going to go crazy.”

“I’m so sorry, Dad,” Chrysi said.

“It’s not your fault.” He kissed her cheek. “And seeing you so happy takes some of the pain away.”

“But you still want your own mate.” Chrysi hugged Harlan tightly. “Come back soon.”

“I will. I just need a couple of weeks to focus on something else, before I go insane.” He looked down at his daughter’s baby bump. “Nothing is going to keep me away from this little fella when he’s born.”

“Or when she is born,” Chrysi said, with a raised eyebrow.

“He or she, I don’t care,” Harlan said. Damn, he was excited about the child Chrysi was carrying. He was going to be the most involved granddad ever. How old did a child need to be before it could hang on tight enough to ride a dragon?

“I know.” Chrysi stepped back, looking at him with some concern. “Just remember, this is your home too. Here with us.”

He looked up at the house his daughter had bought with Nevis, her husband. The setting was perfect, surrounded by the wooded hills and mountains that bordered Bear Creek. The mountains and forests afforded them a great deal of privacy. Chrysi, who wasn’t a shifter, had insisted on it, both for Nevis and their unborn child, but also so that Harlan could disappear into the mountains at night and let his dragon free, without fear of being seen.

“I know, and I appreciate it more than you could ever know,” Harlan said, his heart filling with love for his adopted daughter.

“I figured I owed you a house. Since you took me in when I didn’t have a home or a family,” Chrysi said quietly.

“Oh, Chrysi, you have repaid me a million times over already. And allowing me to be part of this child’s life will keep me going forever.”

“Forever?” she asked. “I think in that forever, you are going to need a mate.” She put her hands on her hips and said, “I’m going to help you find that mate of yours. She has to be out there.”

“I appreciate it, but if I can’t locate her, then you have little chance.” Harlan turned around and looked out over the mountains, smiling wistfully. “But at least I can sense her now.” 

“For a while, you said she’d gone completely.” Chrysi moved to his side and they stood in silence for a moment, surveying the view.

“She had, and now she is back. I don’t know which was worse.” His face filled with sadness. “Why can’t I find her?”

“Go, have a break, and when you come back, you will find her.” Chrysi nodded, and Harlan kissed her cheek, before stepping away from her and walking to his car. He sure was going to miss flying over the mountains, but a couple of weeks away would reset his brain, and hopefully, when they returned, he and his dragon would find their mate.

His dragon was not so sure. Night after night they had tried to locate the exact place where she was. But they could never pinpoint her. A mile’s radius was the closest they could get. But that mile was too big when it encompassed the town of Bear Creek. Unless they went door to door, there was no way they would find her.

Maybe he was too old and his senses were failing. All he knew was that his mate could not be a shifter; otherwise, she would have been beating a path to his door.

Damn it! The frustration he and his dragon shared bubbled up inside him. It was time to get going. He had a long drive ahead: he planned to get back to his house on the outskirts of the city, tonight. There was no particular rush, but he liked to give himself deadlines.

One more wave goodbye to Chrysi and he was in his car, driving down the road that wound through the foothills surrounding Bear Creek. Only a mile from town he began to feel the familiar pull of his mate. He slowed the car and stopped on the side of the road, gazing down at the town, wishing he had x-ray vision and could look into each of the houses. He would search until he found her if he thought it was possible.

Putting the car into drive, he crawled down the hill, deciding to make a stop at the local bakery and pick up something tasty to keep his energy up on the way. He knew it was an excuse to have one last look, or feel, around town. It was pointless, just as it had been pointless for the last few months, but even so…

His dragon was an eternal optimist, and Harlan indulged him whenever he had the chance. It had taken all of his powers of persuasion to make his dragon see they needed a break from the constant turmoil of seeking for their mate.

Harlan parked the car on the side of the road and got out. The sense that she was close swept over him. His dragon stirred, lifting his head and then climbing to his feet and shaking himself like a dog. His dragon puffed smoke from his nose, disgusted at the comparison.

Harlan smiled. His dragon had mellowed over the years, but could still be full of himself. He kept the word pompous hidden from his dragon. 

Walking along the sidewalk, he entered the bakery, the sense that she was close still firmly in his head. Yet this time, something felt different. The feeling was stronger. His heart beat rapidly, and his dragon took off in his head, flying around, wings flapping, fire spewing from his mouth. 

“Can I help you?” Mrs. Closh, the bakery owner, asked.

“I’ll take a couple chocolate brownies please, and a large white loaf.” Mrs. Closh made the best bread he had ever tasted.

“Here you go.” Mrs. Closh frowned at him. “Are you alright? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Yes. Why?” He looked puzzled, but he had to admit he felt a little odd. OK, a lot odd. He was sure his mate was close. Closer than she had ever been before. Was it possible she had sensed him at long last and was coming to meet him?

Mrs. Closh dropped her voice to a hushed whisper. “You have smoke coming out of your nose.” Harlan put his hand to his nose, covering it as he looked around frantically. “Don’t worry, there’s no one else here.”

Harlan took deep breaths and let them out slowly, until he was sure he had himself, or at least his dragon, firmly under control. “Thank you.”

“No problem. We have to help each other out, don’t we?” Mrs. Closh gave him a wink.

Harlan took some cash from his pocket and handed it to Mrs. Closh. “Thanks.” As she fetched his change, he frowned, a sudden thought coming over him. “You didn’t seem to be fazed by the smoke.” Most people, even shifters, would be shocked by a man with smoke coming out of his nose. Dragons were rare. And secretive, after centuries of persecution.

“Well, you aren’t the first dragon I’ve had in my shop.” She coughed, her face going pink. “Don’t listen to me…”

“No, please…” Harlan could not hide the desperation from his voice. Another dragon, could that be what he was sensing? He didn’t care if it was his mate or not… OK, that was a lie. He did care. But any dragon was better than no dragon as far as he was concerned. “I haven’t met another dragon for decades.”

Mrs. Closh looked nervous. “If I tell you and I shouldn’t have… Well, let’s just say Fiona is scary even when you don’t know she’s a dragon.” It was Mrs. Closh’s turn to cover her mouth. “Here. Enjoy your goodies.” She thrust the paper bags with his purchases inside toward him, and turned her back to him, looking busy.

Fiona. He had a name. “Thank you,” Harlan said sincerely.

“You didn’t hear anything from me,” Mrs. Closh said, with her back still facing him.

“Not a word,” Harlan replied, and left the bakery. If the dragon Mrs. Closh mentioned was that scary, she was a woman he wanted to meet. It had been a long time since he had sparred with another dragon, a beast worthy of him. 

His dragon snuck that thought in, and pompous sprung into his mind again, only this time his dragon heard.

Is it wrong to be proud of our lineage, of our ancestors? his dragon asked, and a puff of smoke blew out of Harlan’s nose again. His dragon was asserting himself, trying to show Harlan they were equals.

No, but the world has changed, Harlan reminded him. We don’t need attention drawn to us.

His dragon settled down, sitting on his haunches, blowing smoke rings in Harlan’s mind. Very well, I will contain myself a little longer. But only if you give up this notion of leaving town. We must stay and find this dragon. And if she is our mate, we must claim her.

Whether she likes it or not? Harlan asked with a smile.

How can she not like us? his dragon asked, his tone condescending.

She would not dare, Harlan agreed.

Exactly. The excitement rolling off his dragon was hard to ignore; it fed into Harlan’s veins, made his blood pump fast, his pulse racing. But he had to keep calm, had to concentrate all of his efforts on tracking this other dragon, either by using his own senses or by questioning the people of Bear Creek.

At least he had a name to go on. Fiona. And he knew exactly where to start.


Chapter Three – Fiona

“Are you OK, Fiona?” Caroline asked.

“Haven’t we already had that conversation?” Fiona replied as she leaned back against the counter. They were still in Caroline’s kitchen, but that was the only thing that was the same.

“You look pale,” Teagan said, and grabbed a chair, pulling it out from under the solid wood kitchen table and turning it around for Fiona to sit on.

“I’m OK,” Fiona insisted. She wasn’t. She knew it, her dragon knew it.

“Sit.” Teagan pointed at the chair, and her face told Fiona she was not in the mood for arguments. It also told Fiona how bad she must look.

“Very well. Although I don’t see what all the fuss is about.” Fiona reached out for the back of the chair, using it as a support before sitting down heavily. Her skin was cold and clammy, but inside her blood was boiling.

“Shall I call a doctor?” Fern asked, coming to stand in front of Fiona, her face filled with concern.

“A doctor? I haven’t seen one of those for years,” Fiona retorted, but it came out all wrong.

“You are burning up,” Teagan said, her hand on Fiona’s forehead.

“Of course I am. I’m a dragon.” Fiona searched inside of herself, trying to figure out what was wrong. Why did she feel like this? Her fingers slipped inside her purse and gripped the ring she had removed. Of course, it had to be the ring. But she didn’t understand. Why would removing the ring make her feel this way?

Fiona cast her mind back over centuries to a time before the ring. Was this how she felt then? Or were all the years she had lived in hiding rapidly catching up with her? She placed the ring on the tip of her finger; she had to put it back on.

No, her dragon said sharply.

I have to, Fiona replied.

No, you don’t. We don’t need the ring. Of course, her dragon knew what she was contemplating. The wisest thing to do would be to slip the ring back on her finger.

Can’t you see what is wrong with us? her dragon asked.

No, Fiona admitted.

Our mate is here.

Fiona sat up so suddenly, the three woman who surrounded her jumped back, their faces shocked.

“Fiona. Fiona, honey, you have to calm down.” Teagan’s voice sounded distant, but Fiona fought to focus on it.

“I am calm,” Fiona said. Since when had she become such a bare-faced liar?

“Calm does not usually involve flames,” Caroline told her bluntly.

“Flames…?” 

“You nearly singed our eyebrows off,” Teagan said, putting herself in front of Fern and her baby bump.

“Oh.” Fiona put a hand to her face. A hand that was shaking.

“Oh, crap,” Caroline said, kneeling in front of Fiona. 

“What?” Fern asked, her voice high with fear. “Is she OK? Please let her be OK.”

“Oh, she’s more than OK, aren’t you, Fiona?” Caroline took hold of Fiona’s hand. “It looks as if my wish came true.”

“What wish?” Teagan asked.

“Fiona’s found her mate.” Caroline’s words left the room in silence. Teagan, not usually lost for words, opened and closed her mouth like a goldfish, while Fern pulled out one of the other chairs and sat down, her face pale, her hand on her baby bump, rubbing it soothingly.

“Is that true?” Teagan finally managed to form words.

“No!” Fiona blustered, but then her confidence collapsed and she added, “I don’t know. I really don’t know.”

Caroline took both of Fiona’s hands in hers. “It’s OK, just breathe.” She looked Fiona straight in the eye and took a deep breath, which she expected Fiona to mimic. However, Fiona ignored her, scared what might come out of her mouth on the exhale. Fire killed.

“I have it under control,” Fiona assured Caroline.

“Are you sure?” Caroline cocked her head at Fiona, weighing, judging, and assessing.

“Yes,” Fiona confirmed, her voice back to normal as she pulled on her cloak of superiority.

“OK.” Caroline let Fiona’s hands slip through her fingers, but as she pulled back, the jade ring fell into Fiona’s lap. “Oh, I pulled your ring off.” 

Caroline picked it up, holding it between her finger and thumb. Fiona reacted quickly and snatched it back, curling her palm around it. “Thank you.”

Caroline squinted at Fiona, her eyes boring into her brain. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Fiona insisted, trying to sound innocent.

“What’s with the ring, then?” Teagan asked, rounding on Fiona. “Ever since I’ve known you, you have worn that ring. I remember thinking how pretty it was when I was a little girl.”

“Yes, it’s my favorite piece of jewelry,” Fiona admitted.

“But you aren’t going to put it back on?” Fern asked.

“I could,” Fiona said, opening her hand and staring at the ring.

“But you won’t.” Caroline placed her hand under Fiona’s and curled her hand up, enclosing the ring in Fiona’s palm. “A secret shared…”

Fiona met Caroline’s eyes and opened her mouth to blow her off with some story. But she couldn’t lie; she was tired of the games, tired of the secrets, but also more afraid than she had ever been. “It’s a ring of invisibility.”

Caroline’s face set firm. “Have your secrets. I was only trying to help.”

“No, Fiona means it,” Teagan said. Sweet Teagan, whom she had known for so long, whom she had watched grow from a small abandoned child into the wonderful, confident woman she was today.

“But we’ve always been able to see her,” Caroline stated.

“It keeps my dragon hidden,” Fiona admitted.

“Oh, Fiona.” Teagan rushed to hug her. “You’ve been in hiding? Why?”

 “Because of what I am,” Fiona said.

“A social worker?” Caroline asked, earning a scowl from Teagan. “Sorry. But being a dragon shifter is no different than being a bear shifter. If the wrong person found out…”

“Years ago, we were hunted for our treasure, and for our hides. There was a bounty. A big bounty. If we were captured, we lost our lives and our treasure.”

“You really have treasure?” Fern asked. “That’s an actual thing?”

“I had treasure, my mother traded a large part of it for this ring.”

“I can see why your mom would do that.” Teagan nodded in understanding. “That sucks, Fiona. I’m so sorry.”

“But we know you are a dragon,” Caroline said. “You’ve never hidden it from us.”

“No… Because I trust you. I trust the people of Bear Creek. It’s why I’ve made it my home. If you can call it a home.” She smiled wryly. “A social worker’s salary does not pay much.”

“Is that why no one knows where you live?” Caroline asked, shock in her voice.

Fiona blushed, her defenses down. “You and Carter have such a beautiful big house. And I could have bought it a thousand time over or more with my treasure.” She smiled apologetically. “A dragon can have flaws, can’t she?”

Caroline snorted. “We all have flaws. I just never put yours down to being pride.”

“It’s a trait I have never been able to shake off,” Fiona admitted.

“OK.” Teagan clapped her hands together. “So, this ring makes your dragon invisible. But we’ve seen the smoke…” She waved her hand around her ears as if indicating Fiona was crazy, which she most likely was.

“Yes.”

“So in what way does the ring make you invisible?” Teagan asked, her journalist’s head firmly on her shoulders.

“From other dragons. We can sense each other.” Fiona took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, I have not thought about the old days for so long. It’s difficult.”

“I’ll make some tea,” Fern said, getting up and waddling across the kitchen to the kettle.

“You are full of surprises, Fiona,” Caroline said in awe. “I never knew such things existed.”

“It’s surprising what you find when you chip away at the surface of life.” Fiona wasn’t usually so philosophical, but then she hadn’t been herself for centuries.

“And now you think your mate is here in Bear Creek?” Teagan asked. 

“That was Caroline’s suggestion, not mine,” Fiona insisted.

“There’s nothing to be scared of,” Caroline told her soothingly.

Fiona hated being treated with kid gloves, but she appreciated the concern the three women in the kitchen showed. “I’m not scared.”

“Really?” Teagan asked. “Because I know I was, and I hadn’t been hiding for centuries.”

“I’m not scared, because I don’t think it’s true. I don’t believe there is a mate out there for me,” Fiona said, her words catching in her throat.

“There is someone out there for all of us,” Fern said, placing a cup of tea on the table, next to Fiona. “And we are going to do whatever it takes to help you find him. Even though, as the only nonshifter in the room, I have no idea what that is.”

Teagan shrugged. “There isn’t too much we can do. Not unless we have a clue. Only Fiona can feel the presence of her mate.”

“Will he be a dragon?” Fern asked. “Because if he is, that sure would narrow it down some.”

Three faces turned to look at Fiona. “I have no idea. But goodness, if fate has chosen to match me up to a rabbit, or a dog, I am seriously going to have something to say about it.”

Teagan nearly sprayed her tea across the room. “Only you would decide to take fate on, Fiona.”

Fiona snorted. “I think fate has led me on a merry dance for enough years. I am entitled to some kind of payback if it jerks my chain in the mate department.”

“Oh, Fiona, I don’t think even fate could jerk your chain,” Caroline said.

“Then what do we do?” Fern asked.

“We finish our tea, and then we go and get in the car, and drive Fiona around Bear Creek until we figure out who it is,” Caroline replied matter-of-factly.

“I don’t need babysitting,” Fiona told Caroline.

“Who said anything about babysitting? I’m just curious as to what kind of man is going to tame you, Fiona.” Caroline smothered a smile.

“He is going to have to be quite a man,” Teagan agreed, her face serious.

Fiona huffed, grateful that no smoke came from her nostrils this time. “I am glad I am able to offer you girls some amusement.”

“We care, Fiona. Probably more than you realize,” Teagan said. She drained her cup. “OK, I’m ready.”

The others quickly drank their tea, and after grabbing her purse and keys, Caroline led them out to her SUV. With Fiona in the front beside Caroline, and Teagan and Fern in the back seats, they left the big house behind. 

“I feel like a child,” Fiona stated as they exited the gates at the end of the long driveway and joined the road into town.

“We all need looking after sometimes,” Teagan said. “Tell us how you feel.”

“How I feel…” Fiona was about to make a sharp retort but reminded herself that they were doing this for her. And to be nosey. All things she could understand. “I feel… I can sense something.”

“If you say indigestion, I will stop the car and make you get out,” Caroline warned her.

“Take a left,” Fiona instructed.

“A left, into town?” Caroline asked, her voice rising in excitement.

“Yes. It’s getting stronger.”

“Are you joking?” Caroline asked, but the look Fiona cast her way told Caroline Fiona was deadly serious. “OK, then.”

Caroline drove within the speed limit, but Fiona could tell the other three women in the car were dying to know if she really was leading them to her mate. Was she? Her dragon was on edge, flapping around in her head like a demented bird. So if she had to hazard a guess, she would say, yes.

“Right up here.” Fiona closed her eyes, trying to center in on the sensations flooding her mind and body. It was as if someone had hooked her on a line and was now reeling her in. 

Fiona’s heart began to beat rapidly, and she had a terrible thought. “What if it’s a trap?”

“A what?” Caroline asked, sending her a sidelong glance.

“A trap. For a dragon. You know, a lure of some kind.” Fiona was deadly serious; she had seen enough dragons lured to their doom to know such a thing existed.

“Then we will call Sheriff Brad, and I will kick the butt of anyone who tries to hurt you.” Caroline was not a woman to be argued with.

“Maybe we should call in reinforcements,” Teagan suggested. “We’re close to the newspaper office. Theo and Nevis will be there.”

“Yes, we could grab Theo and get him to come with us.”

“Do we really need a man to protect us?” Caroline asked hotly.

“Yes, since we have Fern with us. If anything happened to the baby…”

“OK.” Caroline steered the SUV toward the newspaper office. At the same time, Fiona felt a jerk of recognition. 

“He’s here,” Fiona said in a strangled voice.

“Who is here?” Caroline asked.

“My mate.”

Caroline pulled into the parking lot of the newspaper offices, and they all got out. After a moment’s hesitation, they walked as one unit toward the office. As they approached, the door swung open and there stood a man, his hair tinged with silver, his eyes burning bright green, masking their normal pale blue.

“I guess we found him,” Teagan said in a small voice. “He looks like George Clooney.”

“I guess we have,” Fiona agreed, not really knowing who George Clooney was, but unable to keep the awe from her voice. Her mate was a dragon shifter. After all these lonely years, she had met one of her own kind. It was all she could do not to swoon.

But Fiona had never been the swooning type, and she was not about to begin now, not for a man.


Chapter Four – Harlan

Harlan stood in the doorway, looking down the steps to where a group of four women stood. Not that he really saw the four women; he only had eyes for one. The one.

“Harlan, are you OK?” His son-in-law, Nevis, came up behind him, resting a hand on his shoulder. “I can check through the records of the local residents. It will only take an hour. All I need is a name.”

“No,” Harlan said absently. “You don’t have to. She’s here.”

“Who is here?” Nevis followed Harlan’s eyes, casting them over the four women before him. “Your mate?”

“Yes, at last, the fog has been lifted and I know who she is.” 

Nevis looked closer. “That’s Fiona.”

Theo walked into the office, with a fresh pot of coffee in one hand, and a toddler in the other. “What’s everyone staring at?”

“Harlan was looking for his mate.” Nevis turned to look at his friend. “But I think we’ve found her.”

Theo put the coffee down. The liquid sloshed around but didn’t spill on any paperwork. “Who is it?” He lifted his toddler into his arms and came across the room to stand on the other side of Harlan. “Fiona?”

“Yes. Fiona.”

“Oh, I did not see that coming,” Theo said. “I guess I’ll have to put away my super-sleuth hat now. Shame, I was looking forward to helping your track her down.”

Harlan took a step toward his mate, his heart rate racing, and his blood pumping fast through his veins; it was all he could do not to let his dragon out to sail across the sky and do somersaults of glee. He opened his mouth to say hello, but nothing came out. His mate seemed to be suffering the same fate. She simply stood and stared at him, with her mouth open.

The three woman flanking her appeared to be equally as shocked.

“Dad,” Chrysi’s voice came to him from across the parking lot. He hadn’t noticed her pull up. After finding out there was another dragon in town, he had decided to stay, and Chrysi had been the first person he called. He’d asked her to meet him at the newspaper office as soon as she could, so that he could fill her in on his plan.

“Chrysi.” Nevis pushed past Harlan, ran out of the office, and dashed across the parking lot. “I think Harlan has found her.”

Theo, child in arms, bounded across the parking lot behind Nevis, while Harlan followed behind at a more sedate pace, trying to calm himself down before he met the woman he was meant to spend the rest of his life with. 

“Hey, Fern, what’s going on?” Theo’s voice drifted back to him.

“We were tracking Fiona’s mate.” Fern looked pale.

Theo grinned “And we were about to track Harlan’s mate. I guess we all get the afternoon off since they appear to have found each other. I never thought I would see one dragon in my life, let alone two.”

“You never said you knew another dragon,” Teagan accused.

“I only just found out myself,” Theo said in his defense. “I guess it’s not the kind of thing anyone talks about. Shifters are not prone to gossiping about themselves.”

Fern turned to Theo, all teary-eyed. “It’s perfect. Two dragons.”

Theo chuckled. “Two stone dragons, by the look of it.” He took Fern’s hand and led her toward the office. “Hey, Harlan, you have to move.” He put his hand on Harlan’s shoulder and pushed him forward lightly. “Go get her.”

Harlan licked his lips nervously, hoping his forked tongue was not on show. Occasionally when his dragon fought for control, his tongue would take on the appearance of his dragon’s. Between that, the smoke from his nostrils, and his glowing green eyes, the secret life of a dragon could be difficult when it came to staying alive.

Not wanting to look as if he needed further prompting, he took a step forward, reveling in the way the presence of his mate made him feel. His heart swelled, beating fast, while his eyes dilated, making everything look different. Damn, they would be glowing green for sure.

Whether all the people here had already seen Fiona’s eyes glowing, he wasn’t sure, but they did not seem fazed by him at all. Still, he fought to control himself as he drew closer to the woman who would make his world complete.

“Hello,” Harlan said.

Fiona stared at him, her eyes faintly glowing; she must either have very good self-control, or she was not experiencing the same riot of emotions unleashed within her. 

Damn, had he made a mistake? Was she his mate, or simply another dragon? He wasn’t on the market for friendship, he wanted companionship, sure, but he wanted a wife, a woman to spend the rest of his life with.

“Maybe we should all go inside and leave Harlan and Fiona to talk.” Theo took control of the situation and ushered everyone inside. 

“Are you sure you are going to be OK?” Teagan asked Fiona.

“Absolutely,” Fiona nodded, her eyes fixed on Harlan. He smiled. She was not the type of woman to look away. He liked that.

Of course she isn’t going to look away. She’s our mate, she feels it too. And, more importantly, she is a dragon. His own dragon sniffed the air. I can scent her. 

Well, let’s keep any sniffing for when you and Fiona’s dragon meet in the flesh.

His dragon shivered with anticipation. I cannot wait.

But you will, Harlan warned, worried his dragon would suddenly seize control, right here in the middle of town.

I give you my word, his dragon said nobly.

Fiona sighed and took a step toward him; he presumed she had been having a similar conversation with her own dragon. They were powerful beasts, both physically and mentally. “So you are my mate,” Fiona said bluntly.

Harlan let her words slide off him. She was defensive: understandable. Dragons had been persecuted for centuries, and many still bore the emotional scars. “I am.” He inclined his head. “I’ve been looking for you, Fiona. I had almost given up.”

She frowned. “I felt you.”

“But you didn’t show yourself. Why?” 

“I didn’t know it was my mate I could feel,” Fiona admitted.

“So you hid?” Harlan asked, needing an explanation.

Fiona held out her hand, it was curled into a fist, palm upwards. Slowly, she uncurled it to show a small ring. Of little value. “This. It’s kept me hidden for centuries. My mother traded a large part of my treasure for it.”

“Ah, a mother’s love.” He stepped closer and looked at the ring in her hand. “I heard of such rings.” Harlan’s cousin had been sold a similar ring. It had been a fake, and the world lost one more dragon. 

“But you never resorted to one?” Fiona asked.

“No, instead I took to the mountains. I lived away from men for decades. Soon they became more interested in fighting each other and dragons slipped into myth.”

“We both hid in our own ways.” Fiona sounded content with this answer. 

“We did.” He hated thinking back to the dark days. “I sound like a coward, but I lost my family. I was deep in sorrow and mourning.” He closed the space between them, and took her hand, curling it around the ring. “If I had stayed, I would have brought fire and damnation on humans, unlike anything the world had ever seen.”

Her eyes flashed green, glowing with the strength of her understanding. “It was a brave thing to do, to remove yourself from the world. I might have done the same thing if I was not charged with looking after the children of my dearest friend, who had died defending my secret. So instead I traded my treasure for the ring.” Her face contorted in pain, the memories fresh.

“Let’s not dwell on the past,” he said softly. “When we have a future before us.”

“Do we have a future?” she asked quickly.

He tilted his head, studying her, assessing her, and she flinched from his gaze. “Sorry, I have made it a habit to read people. It’s how I survived when I came back to the world.”

“Humans are open books,” Fiona agreed.

“But you are not.” He gave her a smile that made his eyes twinkle. “I like that.”

“Good.” 

He chuckled. “Oh, Fiona, I think I have finally found my match. Those are words I never expected to say.”

Her face filled with a sorrow that swept over her, and then was buried as quickly as it had surfaced.

“What is it?” he asked, lifting his hand and brushing her cheek.

She blushed, a beautiful sight on her soft skin. “If only…”

“If only what?” His voice caressed her, soothing her, in the way he had soothed Chrysi when she was a child.

“Nothing.” She shook her head, and her expression became fixed. His mate wore a mask, one that she must have used for so long to cover her true feelings. To cover her true self.

“Will you have dinner with me?” he asked.

She arched one eyebrow. “I might.”

He laughed loudly, almost giddy with anticipation. “We have both awaited centuries to find our true mate. You will have dinner with me.”

“Are you commanding me, dragon?” she asked.

“I am.”

Fiona pressed her lips together. “I am not sure I like being told what to do.”

“Have you forgotten, Fiona?”

“Forgotten what? We have just met.”

“The rules a dragon lives by. The hierarchy.”

“The hierarchy!” Fiona snorted. “If you think we are going to go back to that the archaic rules that got us in the same mess as before, then I want to forget.”

“You are spoiling the moment.”

Smoke puffed from her nose. “Oh goodness, trust my luck to end up with an old romantic.”

He bowed cautiously. “I was going to remind you that the dragon with the biggest treasure hoard is the one who rules.”

“Well, since I have already told you that my mother traded our treasure, that would be you.” Fiona opened her mouth to continue, but he pressed a finger to her lips.

“It is me. I have more money than I could ever spend.” He took her hand in his and lifted it to his lips, planting one solitary kiss on the back. “And I would give it all to you if you agree to have dinner with me.”

Fiona snorted again. “A romantic and a fool.”

Harlan looked up at her and winked. “Or am I the cleverest man you will ever meet? Over dinner, I will convince you that you cannot bear to live without me.”

“Is that correct?” Her eyes glowed green with excitement. A dragon could never resist a wager, especially if there was treasure involved.

“A dragon will always speak the truth to his mate.” Harlan stood up, his eyes flashing green to mirror Fiona’s. “And I am your mate, Fiona. I will prove it to you. I will protect you with my claws, I will worship you with my body.”

Fiona coughed, her eyes catching something behind him. “They are all watching.”

“Of course they are. They have never seen a dragon and his mate enter courtship before.”

“A dragon and her mate,” Fiona corrected.

“Whatever you say, Fiona.”

“Are you going to keep that up?” she asked curtly.

He laughed. “Goodness no. I think we have the pleasantries out of the way. Now, do you want to have dinner with me, or shall we just go straight to bed? I’ve waited far too long for a woman who knows how to fulfill my needs.”

“And how do you know I will fulfill your needs?”

“Because you are a dragon. The dragon of my dreams. There is no way you can ever disappoint me.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

His gaze swept over her face, dropping down to caress her body. “I have never been more sure in all my long years.”


Chapter Five – Fiona

Fiona’s body felt strange. Sensations she had never experienced before, in all her very long life, were coursing through her. Meeting Harlan had caused her world to tilt on its axis. Her heart beat rapidly; her eyes were dilated and refused not to glow as her dragon shimmered under the surface. Worse, there was heat in her body and a longing for this man before her that left her wanting to abandon all reason and fly off into the sunset with him, two dragons side by side.

“I need to get to work.” Fiona turned around abruptly and tried to walk away. 

Tried, because her feet refused to move at more than a shuffle. It might have something to do with her dragon, who was raging inside her, telling Fiona to turn back around and gaze adoringly at their mate.

“Fiona.” Harlan reached out and grasped her arm, a shock of electricity jolting her awake. It was as if she had been asleep for a millennium or more. Her head swam, full of memories of times long ago. Of friends lost, or family slain. Of love. Love that she had tried so valiantly to shut out of her life, love that the people of Bear Creek had drawn from her. It was a well so deep that it threatened to drown her if she didn’t back away. “Fiona.”

Fiona turned away and yanked her arm from him, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he stepped forward, his body so close to hers she could feel the heat through her clothes. He burned, all fire and need, and she wanted him. Tears sprang to her eyes.

“Love is weakness,” she said, her voice choked.

“You know that is not true.” He released his grip, instead threading his arm around her body and pulling her close to him.

Fiona tensed. This was it, her Rubicon. Her point of no return. If she gave into him, if she let him in, not just to her bed, but also her life, there would be no turning away, no going back to the way she was. Turning to face him, she caught sight of Teagan. She was looking out of the window of the newspaper offices, tears streaming down her face. 

Fiona knew then that fighting her feelings for Harlan was pointless. She had already passed her Rubicon the minute she let herself love a small child who needed a home. Teagan had been one of many children she had helped. Since joining social services she had worked tirelessly to match shifter children with foster parents who were either shifters themselves, or at least understood them.

“You’re scared,” Harlan said. “I understand.”

“No, you don’t understand, you can’t.” Fiona was adamant. No one could understand the people she had lost.

“I do understand. Is it so hard to admit that we might be alike?” Harlan asked.

“Harlan, I need time.”

“You can take all the time you want. I just need to know that you are not going to run from me.” Harlan stroked her cheek. “But I know you won’t. If you never ran before… Then you won’t run and hide from me now.”

“So sure of yourself?” Fiona asked, dragging her cloak of abrasiveness back around her, but it no longer fit. Those days were gone.

“I’m good at reading people, Fiona.” He grinned, his eyes squinting to study her. “And I can read you.”

“Really?” she huffed.

“You are a courageous woman. As such, you are willing to take a chance. You might like to kick and scream about it, but even so, you never run from a challenge.”

Fiona sighed. “Very well. Dinner. But somewhere where we won’t have half the town staring at us.”

Harlan chuckled. “Half the town? You must have a reputation. No one here knows me.”

“Well, they know me. And I do have a reputation. I am known as the old dragon, but for more than one reason.”

He laughed louder. “I can’t wait.”

Fiona was about to give him a quick retort when her phone rang. Digging in her purse, she pulled out her smartphone and checked the number. “I have to get this.”

“I can wait.” 

Fiona took a couple of steps away from him. It was her office calling, and she didn’t want him to overhear. “Hello, Fiona speaking.”

“Hi, Fiona. I know it’s your day off, but I have a couple of girls you might be interested in.” It was her supervisor, Suzie McLeish. Suzie was one of the only people in social services who knew about shifters and Fiona’s interest in them. However, she had no idea that Fiona was a dragon shifter. Or any shifter, for that matter. 

“A couple of girls?” Fiona asked. “Related?”

“Sisters. One is fourteen, the other is twelve. Their father passed away a month ago, and their stepmother has decided she can no longer cope.” Suzie’s voice mirrored Fiona’s own concern. Losing a parent was never easy, and the added pain of being abandoned by their stepmother would compound this agony. But Fiona understood; some stepparents found it difficult to cope alone.

“Do they have a mother?” Fiona was almost certain of the answer, but she asked the question all the same.

“No, the mother died a few years back, as far as I understand.”

“I see. Where are they now?” Fiona asked.

“They are here with me at the office. Can you find them a suitable placement? Or shall I handle it?” Suzie asked.

Fiona looked over her shoulder at Harlan. Would he take her word that she had to go and deal with this, or would he think she was running out on him? More importantly—Did Fiona care what he thought?

“Of course.” Fiona looked at her watch. “I can be there in twenty minutes.”

“Perfect,” Suzie said with some relief. “Thank you, Fiona.”

“No, thank you, Suzie, for telephoning.” Suzie didn’t reply, she simply ended the call. Fiona knew why. It was a facet of her character that Fiona was not proud of, but occasionally, Suzie had interrupted Fiona on her days off and had been greeted by the grumpy side of Fiona’s personality. It was not pretty, and few rarely seemed to repeat the same mistake.

“Is everything OK?” Harlan asked.

“Yes. But I truly have to go to the office,” Fiona replied, putting her phone away, and reaching for her keys. “Damn, of course, I left my car at Caroline’s.”

“Can I give you a lift?” Harlan asked. “My car is right there.”

“Is that so you can check that I’m not running out on you?” Fiona asked.

Harlan smiled. “I told you I am good at reading people, and I can tell you really do have to go this time.”

“I do.” She glanced up at the office window, but everyone had gone. It appeared they had grown bored of watching a grown woman fight her fate. “I don’t wish to trouble you, however. I’ll go and get Caroline.”

She walked past Harlan, trying to keep her mind off how much she wanted him to reach out and grab hold of her, and kiss her senseless to make her stay. Two children needed her help. Kisses could wait for later.

In her mind, her dragon disagreed, but she did not fight Fiona. They had both decided that Fiona’s job at social services was a just cause.

“But you will meet me for dinner?” Harlan asked.

“If I am back early enough. I have to find two traumatized girls a bed for the night.” Fiona assumed the two girls would be traumatized; she had enough knowledge of stepmothers to know that sometimes they truly were wicked and the girls might be better off away from her.

“Ah, in that case, I may let you take a rain check. Although I am happy to eat at any time of day or night, as long as I can share my meal with you.”

“You really do take the romantic charm of yours a little too far.”

“You admit I’m charming? That is good enough for me.” Harlan’s smile was hard to resist. The corners of Fiona’s mouth curled up in response. He truly was charming. If she wasn’t careful, Harlan was going to steal her heart. He already had her soul, after all; he was her true mate. But that part of the bond belonged to fate. However, her heart was hers and hers alone to give.

“I must go.”

Harlan sobered, his face serious. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have delayed you.” He nodded and placed his hand on the small of her back to guide her toward the offices belonging to Bear Creek News, as if she didn’t know the way. Yet she liked it, you didn’t see such old-fashioned manners in these modern times. 

The door opened as they reached the building and Chrysi stood next to Nevis, her face searching her father’s. “Is everything OK?”

“Yes, but Fiona has to leave.”

“I hope we get to meet properly soon,” Chrysi said.

“I dare say we will,” Fiona said bluntly, her thoughts turning to the two girls. Chrysi’s face clouded. “I’m sorry, that didn’t come out quite right.”

“I expect you are in shock,” Chrysi continued. “I know I was when Nevis told me he was my mate.”

“Didn’t you know?” Fiona asked, confused.

“Oh, I’m not a shifter,” Chrysi said.

“Chrysi is my adopted daughter,” Harlan explained.

“Adopted?” Fiona faced Harlan, a new admiration for him blossoming in her heart.

“Yes, I had all but given up hope of finding…you. So I decided to open my house and my heart to a child who needed a home.” He reached out and took hold of Chrysi’s hand. “And every day I am thankful that I did.”

“Well, you old dragon, maybe there is something special about you.” Fiona walked on past Chrysi and Nevis, needing to find Caroline.

“Why not let me drive you?” Harlan offered again. “I have nothing else planned today. It will save you some time.”

“I…” Harlan was right, it would be quicker if he drove her. That way she could make some calls on the way and try to find the girls a bed for the night.

“That sounds like a reluctant yes.” His voice was hopeful.

“I suppose it could be.” Fiona’s dragon almost purred at the thought of being in a small, confined space with their mate.

“Hello,” Caroline said, coming to meet them, followed by Teagan and Fern, who both looked as if they had been crying.

“Can I leave my car at your house?” Fiona asked.

“Why, are you eloping?” Caroline asked speculatively.

“No. I have a case that needs my urgent attention, and Harlan has offered to drive me,” Fiona spoke calmly, ignoring the look the three women exchanged. “I would not make something like that up.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Caroline agreed. “Leave the car there as long as you need to.”

“Thank you, Caroline.” Fiona sighed. “Caroline, Teagan, Fern. This is Harlan. Harlan…”

“I’ve met Teagan and Fern.”

“Yes, your mate has been hidden in plain sight, Fiona. Who would have guessed?”

“Who indeed?” Caroline said. “Good to meet you, Harlan. I hope you aren’t going to steal our Fiona away from Bear Creek. Dragon or not, we would have to fight you for her.”

Harlan smiled, and Fiona sighed. Damn, he was an attractive man. “I have no intentions of going anywhere. Everything I will ever need is here in Bear Creek.”

“That is so sweet,” Teagan said, her voice breaking and tears streaming down her face. “Hormones.” She blew her nose loudly on the tissue Theo handed her. “Thank you.”

He passed another tissue to Fern. “Here, sweetheart.”

“Thanks,” Fern said, taking it and dabbing her eyes. “I wish everyone could have a happy ending.”

“We must go.” Fiona looked at the time. “We have two girls who need their happy ending.” She hugged the three women, an unusual act for Fiona. They might blame their tears on their hormones, but she could only blame the softening of her personality on one thing.

Her mate. She only hoped it would prove to be a good thing. 


Chapter Six – Harlan

He’d won her over, even if it was only in one small way. The rest could wait, now he had to put his own desires to one side and get Fiona to where she needed to be.

Not that he minded his own plans being derailed for a good cause, and two girls in need of help certainly was a good cause.

“This is your car?” Fiona asked as he unlocked it from across the parking lot.

“Yes.” He stepped in front of her and opened the passenger door. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing. It’s just big and expensive.” Fiona sighed audibly. “I try not to torture myself about how rich I would be today if I still had my treasure.”

He closed the door behind her, and she fastened her seatbelt while he ran around to the driver’s side. “I made a new fortune this lifetime.”

“This lifetime?” Fiona asked.

“Yes. I reinvented myself and then challenged myself to build a fortune from scratch. And I did. And then I taught Chrysi how to do the same, build a business up with just a small investment from me. You know, the whole give a man a fish and feeding for a day, but…”

“I get it.” Fiona stared out of the window in front of her.

“What’s wrong?” Harlan asked.

“I suppose that is what I should have done. Instead, I gave away my remaining treasure and then worked my way through life.”

“That was noble of you,” Harlan said.

“I did it because it was the only way anyone could trace me. No treasure, no dragon.”

“Still, helping people is a noble cause too,” Harlan said. He cast her a sidelong look. “You helped people. You gave your time, when you could have been making money. There is no shame in that.”

“Tell that to my dragon,” Fiona said. “She misses the feel of gold beneath her belly when she sleeps.”

“Well, tell her she can come roll in my hoard of gold any time she wants.” He drove out onto the main street through town.

“She thanks you,” Fiona said, but still looked saddened.

“I’m sorry, if my coming into your life has dredged up memories you would rather forget,” Harlan said, sensing her sorrow rolling off her as she remembered the past.

“It’s not just you.” She opened her hand, revealing the jade ring. “This is the real reason it’s all come back to me. I have worn it for so many years, and I think it made me forget who I was. I know I am a dragon shifter, of course. But so much else seems to have been muted.”

“And now you get to relive it in full color.” He sympathized with Fiona. When you lived so long, you had a long past to dwell on. “It’s why I adopted Chrysi.”

“To forget the past?”

“To make a present I wanted to live in. I was so lonely. I’d made a second fortune to fill the time, to give myself something to occupy me. And when I had done it... Well, it left me empty. Money is not what this world is for. It’s for friends and family. My family was gone; my friends were attracted to money. And so I decided to find a person who wanted me for me.”

“She was a new challenge,” Fiona said.

He frowned. “I suppose, although that was never what I set out for her to be. I wanted to see if I was capable of love. Unconditional love.”

“And you were.”

“I was.” He smiled. “From the first moment I held her in my arms I knew Chrysi was worth more than both my fortunes combined.”

“Were you ever worried you might not love her as much, because she wasn’t your own flesh and blood?”

“You mean because she wasn’t a dragon shifter?” Harlan asked.

“No. I don’t know if that matters. But she wasn’t born from your mate.” Fiona blushed. “I’m glad you have a child, Harlan.”

“I would have a child with you, Fiona.” 

She scoffed. “I am too old for babies.”

“Are you?” Harlan looked at her, reading her, assessing her.

“Yes.” Her words were firm. 

“You are not too old.”

“I am, thank you.”

He let the conversation drop. “OK, I need directions.”

Fiona reeled off the address and he entered it into his GPS and followed the automated voice. A silence settled over them, until Fiona pulled out her phone and began to scroll across the screen. “Am I boring you?”

“No, I am trying to figure out where I’m going to place these girls. I usually have more notice.” She frowned. “There are not too many choices. Placing one child is easy, but two… That is trickier.”

“I’m sure you can figure it out,” Harlan said, and turned his attention back to the road and getting them there quickly and safely, while Fiona made some calls. Over and over, she hung up, sighed loudly, and then called another number, only to hang up, with a deeper frown on her face. “Problem?”

“I can’t find a placement for them both together at such short notice,” Fiona stated. “Not with anyone who understands shifters.”

“Alternatives?”

“I’ll have to call Suzie and ask her to help. We’ll need to look for something temporary where they can stay. It shouldn’t be a problem. Then I’ll figure something out in the next couple of days.” She dialed another number. “Hi, Suzie. This is Fiona. I’m having trouble finding a placement for the two girls together. Do you know of anyone else who could take them for a couple of days?”

Fiona was silent for a few minutes. Harlan could hear Suzie talking, although he could not tell what she was saying. All he knew was that whatever was being said did not sit well with Fiona. 

“OK, thank you.”

“Do you have a placement?” Harlan asked when Fiona ended the call.

“We have to split them up.”

“Why?”

“Suzie said it is imperative that the older girl, Ruby, goes to shifters.”

“She’s going through the change?” Harlan asked.

“Yes, she’s at puberty. Her dragon is wrestling for control.”

“We’re here,” Harlan said, pulling into the parking lot. “Why don’t you meet them first, and find out all the facts before you split them up? Maybe Ruby can hold it together for a while.”

“And what if she doesn’t? Do you remember what it’s like when you go through the change?”

“So long ago,” Harlan said. His dragon trawled his memories for the moment they first became one. Harlan had known for years that one day he would be able to shift into a dragon. Yet the first time it happened had still been a surprise. “I remember. My father and I were walking in the mountains. He had flown us up there, me sitting astride him like a dragon lord.” Harlan smiled at the memory. “And I so wanted to be like him. Then this sensation took over me, as if I could reach into another dimension.”

“And the next thing you knew, you were a dragon,” Fiona finished.

“The next thing I knew I was a dragon.” Harlan nodded, and they shared a smile. A smile that said they were the same, they were the beasts that used to fill the skies. They were magnificent and magical. “We should go in. Or do you want me to wait here?”

“No, you can come in. I’ll have to sign you in and get you a visitor’s pass,” Fiona explained, getting out of the car and slamming the door closed. 

Harlan walked around to stand by her side. “What kind of person gives a child up and brings them to a place like this?” He looked up at the bland building. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Fiona said. “I think the same thing every time I come here, which luckily is not that often. But then I meet the children, and sometimes the parents, and you hear stories that would make your talons curl, and not in a good way.” 

“And at least the kids are lucky enough to have people like you looking out for them.”

“Do you always put a positive spin on things?” Fiona asked.

“Oh, yeah. It’s how I survived.”

Fiona’s eyes misted up before she coughed and said, “We all do what we can to survive.”

“Let’s hope these two girls don’t have to learn that fact the hard way,” Harlan said.

“I will do everything in my power, which unfortunately is bound by red tape and bureaucracy.” Fiona took a step forward. “Come on, the job will not get done standing here talking about it.”

“OK, lead the way.”

Harlan followed his mate into the building. It didn’t matter where she went or what she did, he would always want to be by her side. His dragon puffed clouds of smoke in agreement.

Just like that day, centuries ago, when he had been alone one moment before his dragon had entered his life and changed it forever, today his mate had entered his life and turned it on its head.


Chapter Seven – Fiona

After signing Harlan in and getting him a visitor’s badge, they made their way to the elevator. Harlan pressed the button and they stood in silence, waiting. What Harlan was thinking, she could only guess, but the far-off look in his eyes told her he was either remembering his past or dreaming of the future. A future with Fiona.

She diverted her gaze, looking out of a window, but not really seeing the view. What if she was a disappointment to him? Harlan seemed to be so easygoing, and she was so not easygoing. She had zero tolerance for idiots. She suffered liars and cheats very badly. It went against her core beliefs.

The elevator arrived and the door pinged open and they stepped inside. Fiona pressed the button to take them to the third floor.

“What is the procedure?” Harlan asked.

“For the girls?” Fiona asked.

“Yes.”

“I’ll take them to an interview room and have a chat with them. I need to assess how they are mentally before they are placed. Not a complete psych evaluation. But just enough to gauge how distraught they are at leaving their home.”

“In case they are a threat to themselves?” Harlan asked.

“Not always.” She pressed her lips together, thinking of the best way to explain the particular issues that could potentially arise from a shifter child in foster care. “Sometimes the child can be a threat to the person who has abandoned them.”

“A threat? You mean the child might go back and hurt someone?” Harlan asked, incredulous.

“Not usually. But adolescents…” Fiona gave him a meaningful look.

“Can get out of hand. I can see that.” He put his arm around her shoulders, resting it lightly, as if testing her. “They are lucky to have you around to keep them safe.”

“I do what I can.” Fiona was too preoccupied with his touch to really concentrate on what words were coming out of her mouth, so she clamped it shut. Leaning into him was as natural as breathing. His body beckoned her to nestle against him, his breath caressed her skin, his words soothed her brain.

“You are a remarkable woman, Fiona,” Harlan whispered to her.

“There are plenty of people who would not agree.”

“I don’t care about them.”

Fiona turned her face to his, her lips parting, her tongue moistening her bottom lip. She wanted him to kiss her, right here, right now. Harlan’s eyes searched her face and then lingered on her lips, his face moving closer, so close…

He consumed her senses. 

So much that she did not register the ping as they reached their floor and the elevator door pinged open.

“So this is what you get up to on your day off, Fiona?” Suzie asked, her tone jovial.

Fiona jumped and pushed herself away from Harlan. “We were just…”

“It’s OK, no need to explain. It’s nice to know you are human like the rest of us.” Suzie gave her a bright smile. “The girls are this way.”

“There is a coffee machine in there.” Fiona pointed to a waiting room. “I can’t promise I won’t be long.”

“Take your time. I have nothing else to do for the day.” Harlan’s smile was warm and encouraging, and she wanted to bathe in it. But her job beckoned. She could not abandon her work for a man. Not even her mate.

“He’s nice,” Suzie confided in a hushed whisper once they were out of earshot.

“He might be.”

“Might be? How long have you two known each other?” Suzie asked, intrigued.

Fiona was not very good at navigating the fascination people always had in other people’s love lives. Wait? Was it love? 

“We’ve only just met.”

“Wow, I wish I could find a man who looks at me like that when we have only just met.” Suzie sighed, casting a longing glance over her shoulder. 

The encounter proved one thing to Fiona. Suzie was neither a shifter nor was she aware of the mating bond. This confused Fiona. “How do you know when to call me in?”

“For these special cases?” Suzie asked.

“Yes.”

“The files come with a note attached, telling me to pass them on to you. That’s how I know that they are…you know, shifters.” Suzie opened her eyes wide before she turned and picked a file up from her desk. She pulled a note off it and showed it to Fiona.

“Who writes the note?” Fiona asked.

“I presume it’s Mrs. Donaldson or her PA.” Suzie smiled. “Ours is not to reason why.”

“I suppose not.” Fiona took the file, glanced at the note, which she always assumed Suzie had written, and then opened it up. “I see. Stepmother. Father deceased. Mother deceased.”

“Very sad case. Poor girls. Their dad hasn’t been dead more than a month. The stepmother said she could not cope. So the girls are here.” Suzie walked along the hallway and stopped outside a door, her hand on the knob. “They need to go to one of your special placements. Especially the older one.” Suzie lowered her voice to a very low whisper. Fiona was quite sure the girls inside the room would still be able to hear her words, but it was too late to hush Suzie. “She’s very angry. Calling her poor stepmother all kind of names.”

“I bet she was,” Fiona said. “Thrown out of their home by a woman who is not their mother. I would be angry too.”

“Now, Fiona, we have talked about your attitude before. You have to make them understand it is no one’s fault.”

“I will. Thank you, Suzie.” Fiona stood with her arms folded across her chest, the file in her hand as she waited for Suzie to walk away. “Maybe you could check on Harlan for me.”

“Harlan. Your male friend?” Suzie asked incredulously.

“Yes, I trust him not to run away with you.” Fiona felt weird admitting she trusted a man she had only just met. Usually, it took her weeks, if not months, to allow her firewall down and let anyone in. She smiled at her own joke. She didn’t exactly think of normal humans as viruses. 

Sweeping thoughts of Harlan aside, and burying the pang of jealousy that struck her at the thought of Suzie spending time with her mate, Fiona turned back to the door and knocked lightly before opening it a little.

“Can I come in?” Fiona asked. It was one of the only times she really respected people’s boundaries. For her to be able to help any child they had to trust her, they had to welcome her, and not feel threatened or believe she was forcing her presence on them.

“What if we say no?” a voice said. 

Fiona squeezed her head around the door a little further. Her eyes met with those of a strong-willed teenager, who looked as if her other side was about to pop out and bite the intruder’s head off. This was unmistakably Ruby.

“Then you can stay in here for the night. Although I would not recommend it. The cleaner uses this disgusting detergent to wash the floors that smells as if someone puked their lunch on the floor. And if you have tasted food from the cafeteria, you might half believe they did puke.”

“We have tasted it,” the younger girl said, wrinkling her nose up.

“Well, if you want, once we have filled in the paperwork, and figured out where you two are going to go for the night, I promise to buy you something else. There is a deli across the street that serves the best chicken salad.”

“Salad.” More wrinkled noses.

“It’s healthy.” If Fiona had learned one thing, it was if you wanted to live a long time, you ate well. And she planned on living a very long time.

“If all you have to offer is chicken salad, you might as well stay out in the hallway,” the older girl said.

“OK, but if that happens, you will have to deal with Suzie instead. And Suzie does not understand your particular requirements.” Fiona had a knack for being cryptic.

“Particular requirements?” Ruby frowned and jerked her neck back. “You mean because we are shifters.”

“Shhh, Ruby. You know we aren’t supposed to say,” the younger girl said.

“She knows what we are, that’s why we’ve been waiting here, so that she can come deal with us. Stop us from acting out. Stop us from killing that bitch who stole our treasure.”

The file fell out of Fiona’s hand, the pieces of paper scattering across the floor. Her face paled, which was probably what Ruby had intended. Although Ruby did not know the real reason for Fiona’s reaction.

“Keep your voice down,” Fiona ordered, coming into the room and collecting the pages off the floor. The younger girl made a move to help, but Ruby glared at her, and she sat back down, her lips pressed tightly together, her eyes wide with fear.

“Or what?” Ruby said. “You know I could take this place down.”

That was enough. Fiona scooped up the remaining pages, slammed them down on the table in front of the younger girl, and stalked across the room toward Ruby.

To her credit, Ruby stood her ground, right up to the moment Fiona opened her mouth and puffed smoke in her face.

“What the fuck!”

“Language!” Fiona snapped. “Now, sit down and shut up. Know when someone is trying to help you.”

The younger girl reached out for her sister’s hand and pulled the shocked young woman into a chair beside her. “We thought we were the last.”

“Don’t we all, dear,” Fiona said, shuffling the file into order, and opening it to the first page. “Now, let’s get on with this.”

“You mean let’s get you sent to some stupid foster home while the woman who duped your father into marrying her gets to live in your house and spend your mom’s treasure.”

Fiona clasped her hands together and placed them down on the file in front of her. “Is that really what happened?”

“Yes,” Ruby spat vehemently, and a red glow flashed across her eyes.

Her sister reached out and took Ruby’s hand. “You have to calm down.”

“I can’t, Sapphi, not when she’s in our house, in our parent's bed…with that man.”

“Right now, we have to get through today. If I don’t find you a placement, then someone else will. And since you seem unable to control your dragon, that could end in trouble.” Fiona glanced down at the file. “OK, Ruby and Sapphire. I guess your mother knew what color your dragons were going to be.”

“She said I was going to be the deepest blue. And Ruby was going to be blood red.”

“I sure would like something to be blood red,” Ruby muttered.

“Not helpful,” Fiona warned.

“I don’t want to be helpful.”

Fiona pinched the top of her nose, thinking things over as she stared at the notes before her. “How did she get you here?”

“In a car. You know, one of those things with four wheels that drives along the road,” Ruby replied sarcastically.

Fiona smiled indulgently. “I see you might have grown into your dragon, but not into your adult brain.”

Ruby opened her mouth to speak, but Sapphi got there first. “Mommy always said Ruby let her mouth run away with her. Think before you speak.”

“Shut up about Mom.”

“No, I won’t. You can’t make me.” Sapphi stuck her tongue out at her sister. “Just because you don’t like talking about her. But you’re not the boss of me.”

“Enough!” Fiona’s hand came down so hard on the table, one of the legs cracked. But it had the desired effect. The two girls looked at her with some respect.

“You broke the table,” Sapphi said.

“Tables can be replaced. Dragons cannot. Ruby, let it go. For now, there is nothing we can do. But I promise you, I will look into your stepmother. If I am your caseworker. But if I can’t place you with a family, you will be passed to someone who might not be so understanding.”

With a dramatic sigh, Ruby slid further down in her chair and looked petulantly at the door.

“Where were we?” Fiona asked, as a knock came at the door, and Suzie poked her head around. 

“Everything OK?” She looked nervous. 

“Everything is fine. Why?” Fiona asked in her best why are you disturbing us voice.

“I heard a loud bang.” Suzie smiled weakly and cast her eyes around the room.

“I know. Can you tell whoever it was to be quieter? I am trying to work. These two poor girls are upset enough without all that noise.”

“I will.” Suzie pulled her head back out of the room and shut the door quietly. 

Fiona felt a pang of guilt, but there was no time to explain any more to Suzie, who would not understand anyway.

“Right. I have a choice for you.” Fiona pulled her notebook out of her pocket. On it was scribbled the names of families who were willing to take in a foster child. A twinge of unease passed over Fiona. None of these people were prepared for the raging ball of anger that was spinning relentlessly inside Ruby.

“A choice?” Ruby asked. “I choose we go back home and kick that woman out of our house.”

“You can either go to a family who does not know about shifters. In which case you will have to keep yourself under control.” Fiona eyed Ruby. “I personally do not see that happening. So I suggest we go with choice number two.”

“Which is?” Sapphi asked.

“For the immediate future, you will have to go to separate foster families.”

“No.” Ruby’s one-word answer was blunt.

“No.” Sapphi agreed, meeting her sister’s eye.

“That’s what I thought.” Fiona stared at the file, her eyes out of focus. This was madness. But she really had no choice. Getting up from the table, she collected the file and tucked it under her arm. “Come on.”

“Where are we going? We just said no.” Ruby got up, squaring her shoulders to Fiona.

“There is only one person who will take you in. And she is standing right here.” 

“You?” Ruby asked in disbelief.

“Yes. I believe I am uniquely suited to the task of keeping you out of trouble until we get to the bottom of what is going on.” She walked to the door. “Come with me, or stay. As I said, you have a choice. But be warned, if you do come with me, you will live by my rules.”

Ruby put her arm protectively around Sapphi. “This isn’t a trick?”

Fiona frowned, seeing the vulnerability in Ruby’s face. “No trick,” she answered softly. “At least not for you. I may have to bend the truth a little for Suzie’s sake, but she knows better than to question me.”

Ruby looked at Sapphi, who nodded. “OK. But I warn you, any funny business, and I’ll singe your eyebrows off.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Fiona said, and walked out of the room, with the two girls following.

Fate was a strange beast. Fiona hadn’t met another dragon for decades. Today she had met three. 

What that meant, she could only guess, but she sure was glad to have a mate like Harlan by her side. Oh, as long as he did not object to having two girls gate-crash their dinner plans.


Chapter Eight – Harlan

“What’s going on?” Harlan asked Fiona as soon as they were all in the car.

“I have offered to take Ruby and Sapphire home with me.” Fiona turned to look at him, her expression telling him it was not up for discussion.

“That is your answer to finding them a place together?” Harlan asked, surprised.

“Yes.” Fiona was ready to fight tooth and talon for this. He was not.

“I think it’s a great idea.” He turned the key in the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot. “But I’m assuming by our quick exit, that Suzie might not.”

“You would assume correctly.” Fiona turned away from him, to look out of the window.

“How long do we have until the sheriff comes knocking on the door?” Harlan asked.

“Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow. I doubt Suzie will do much checking. She trusts me.”

Harlan cast a sidelong glance at Fiona. She might not admit it, but it bothered her that she was lying to Suzie. No matter how much bravado she put on, Fiona did not like people thinking badly of her, or believing she had acted to deliberately hurt them. What a complex character she was.

There was little conversation on the way back to Bear Creek. Ruby sat with her arm protectively around Sapphi, who stared at the floor. She looked exhausted. Harlan had to wonder what these two girls had been through and what he could do to help. Having raised a child of his own, he had a protective streak a mile wide and a mountain high. Not that he had any doubt Fiona needed protecting. But the girls. They would be strong and fierce one day, but right now they were children in an adult world.

“What is the plan?” Harlan asked Fiona as they passed a sign for Bear Creek. He turned off the main road and followed the back roads that twisted and turned on their way to town.

“The plan is for them to stay with me.” She looked at him as if to say we’ve already been over this.

“And where exactly is that?” Harlan prompted.

“Oh.” Fiona sat up and looked at the road ahead. “We should go back to Caroline’s and I can get my car.”

“I’ll drive you home.” He wasn’t going to let her argue about this. “I want to see you all safe. I can run out and get anything you might need while you get settled, and perhaps Chrysi or Nevis will drive your car back with me.”

“Pizza,” Ruby said. “We need pizza.”

“You don’t need pizza,” Fiona said firmly.

“I have always found pizza to be a good cure for any ill,” Harlan said, gently. He lifted his hand and placed it over Fiona’s. “It won’t hurt for one night.”

Fiona looked at the two girls. “OK, just this once.”

“Yes.” Ruby looked down at Sapphi, and brushed her hair from her face. “Hey, Sapph. The old dragon is going to let us have pizza.”

Sapphi sat up, looking around as if she had forgotten where they were. “Sounds good.”

“Are you OK?” Fiona asked, concerned.

“Tired.” Sapphi tried to fix a smile on her face, but the corners of her mouth turned down and her bottom lip trembled.

“I think we might need ice cream too,” Harlan suggested. Fiona looked at him sadly and nodded.

“Up here, and follow the road around. I live in one of the small cabins on the upper slopes.”

Harlan nodded and followed her directions, making no comment when Fiona directed him to a wooden cabin that had seen better days. Fiona got out of the car and pulled her keys from her purse, leading the girls to their new temporary home.

“Don’t you have any treasure either?” Sapphi asked.

Fiona pushed the front door open, and turned to them. “No. I gave it up years ago.”

“Why?” Ruby asked.

“For a ring.” Fiona shrugged. “You can live just as happily without treasure.”

“She’s right,” Harlan agreed, coming up behind them, and putting his arms around the two sisters. “This is the thing you must treasure most. Family.”

“Don’t say you have no treasure either?” Ruby scoffed.

“Oh, I didn’t say that.” He stepped back from them. “In fact, I aim to use my treasure now to go and buy you some pizza. Anything else anyone needs?”

“A head on a plate,” Ruby requested casually.

“I think we’ll leave that until tomorrow.” Harlan walked back to his car while the others walked into the cabin, and with a small wave in his direction, Fiona shut the door.

Harlan sat still for a moment, the shock of the day’s events settling into his brain. He’d found his mate. He’d always hoped that when he did, he would have family with her. He just never expected to have an instant family.

And that was exactly what he figured he’d gotten. He would fight for the girls to stay with Fiona. This was where they belonged. 

As soon as they were out of the building on the pretense of taking the girls to a foster home, Fiona had whispered to him that they were dragons. His initial shock had been replaced by a need to keep them safe. The thought that their stepmother was trying to trick them out of their treasure was almost too much. His dragon had demanded to be let free to go and smite the woman where she stood, in a house that did not belong to her.

It had taken all of his strength to calm his dragon down and convince him that things were done differently these days. The only way to successfully smite anyone these days without ending up in jail was through lawyers.

Which reminded him. Using his phone on hands-free, he made some calls as he drove back to Bear Creek. He had a lawyer on retainer who was a shifter, an owl no less, who really was wise, but had a cunning streak he had inherited from his father, who was a fox shifter. There was nothing like the mixing of blood lines.

“So you’ll dig up everything you can on her?” Harlan asked. It had only taken him giving the girls’ names to his lawyer for him to go online and pull up all the information available on the stepmother, Roxanne Cunningham. 

“I will. Rest assured, if there is any dirt, any skeletons in her closet, I will know,” Jerry Oswald assured Harlan.

“Good man. I can’t bring back their parents, but I sure as hell can get their treasure back. While you are at it, can you look up adoption procedures? I’m sure things have changed since I adopted Chrysi.”

“I will. Does that mean you plan on adopting them?” Jerry asked.

“We need to keep them safe. And the best way to do that is for them to be with people who understand them.”

“Raising a couple of girls alone? You are a brave man, Harlan.”

“I’m no longer alone,” Harlan said. He had been so wrapped up talking about the girls, he had forgotten to tell Jerry his news.

“You found your mate?” Jerry asked, his voice conveying his pleasure at that news.

“I have. A dragon, too.”

“I look forward to some baby dragons being born in the near future,” Jerry said.

“Me too.” They ended the call, and then Harlan dialed Chrysi’s number. She answered on the second ring.

“Dad, how are you? Where are you?” Chrysi asked. “How is Fiona?”

“I am good. I’m driving into Bear Creek, and Fiona is all kinds of… remarkable.”

“Remarkable. That is praise, I suppose.”

“I mean it. She is a woman in a million. A woman in a billion, even.” Harlan smiled to himself; Fiona would probably be delighted that he had not described her in a romantic way. “Listen, I need your help.”

“Shoot. What do you need? Flowers, an idea for a great first date?” Chrysi asked excitedly.

“No, I need you to order pizza.”

“Your first date is going to be take-out?” Chrysi asked. In her head, her father had gone down in her estimation.

“No. Well, yes, but it’s not a date.”

“Dad, since when do you have trouble saying what you mean? Has she bewitched you with her dragon?”

Harlan laughed. “No.” He took a deep breath. “Listen, can you order the pizza, and I’ll explain when I get there.”

“OK.” She took down the order.

“I also need you or Nevis to drive Fiona’s car back to her house.”

“And why can’t she drive it herself? Oh, goodness, she isn’t a drunk, is she?”

“No. Listen, why don’t you and Nevis come too. Add whatever pizza you want to the order, and you can come and help us straighten out the mess we’ve gotten ourselves into.”

“Mess?” Chrysi sounded worried.

“Nothing bad. Look, I’ll be there in five minutes and explain everything.”

“OK, hurry.” She hung up the phone, but he could almost hear the million questions circling her brain. 

During the rest of the journey, he tried to put everything in some kind of order. To anyone on the outside looking in, the whole situation would sound crazy. But that was not what worried him where Chrysi was concerned. She would understand his reasons, she would trust in his judgment. But would his daughter be unhappy about him adopting two more children, if that was what it took to keep the two girls safe?

Chrysi had been his child, his only child, for the last twenty years or more. It had been the two of them. Through thick and thin. Through school, and broken relationships, through to nearly getting kidnapped and finding her mate.

As Harlan pulled up outside the house she shared with Nevis, the front door was flung open and Chrysi came running out across to him. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine,” he assured her, but Chrysi did not look convinced. “There were some…developments I want to make you aware of.”

“Dad, we are not in a business meeting now.”

“Sorry.” He ran his hand through his hair.

“Come inside and tell me what happened,” Chrysi took his hand and pulled him into the house.

“Have you ordered the pizza?” Harlan asked.

Chrysi swung her head around to cast him a worried look. “You never eat pizza.”

“No, but you used to love it.”

“I still do. But this isn’t for me, is it?” 

“No. It’s for the two girls Fiona took in.”

“Fiona is having a busy day,” Chrysi said, still concerned. “Dad, what’s going on?”

“I drove Fiona to work. She had word that two shifter children need to be placed in foster care urgently.”

“I know that much.”

“When we got there…” Harlan took hold of her other hand and made her face him. “I love you. Nothing will ever change that.”

“I love you too, Dad.” Chrysi shook his hands, as if trying to wake him up. “Tell me.”

“They were dragon shifters.”

“Dragon shifters,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“And who told you this?” Chrysi asked.

“Fiona.” He shook his head. “I can tell. It was obvious. In the eldest girl, Ruby, anyway.”

“She has the whole glowing eyes thing going on?”

“Yes.”

“And you are sure it isn’t makeup or special effects?”

“No.” He shook his head in denial.

“I’m sorry, it’s just that you have been chasing around Bear Creek looking for your mate. Then on the same day you find her, and she happens to be a dragon, you also find two other dragons. I mean, we have never seen another dragon before. Then you find three. What if they are trying to dupe you with an elaborate setup?” 

Harlan looked down at her, seeing the pain etched on her face. “It’s real. You know how good I am at reading people.”

“Yeah, and I know how easy it is to get duped.” Chrysi was referring to her fiancé who had tried to kidnap and then ransom her before she met Nevis, who had saved her. Or at least helped her save herself.

“I’m not being duped.” Harlan let her hand drop and stroked her cheek. “They need our help.”

Chrysi’s jaw tightened. “As long as they don’t need your money.”

“They might. But not in the way you think. Their father died and their stepmother has taken control of their treasure and thrown them out of the house. They are homeless and family-less.”

“That isn’t even a word.”

“It doesn’t make it any less true,” Harlan said.

“So you are buying them all pizza?” Her face softened. Chrysi still remembered what it was like to be in the same position, with no one truly there for her.

“Will you come and meet them?” Harlan asked. “I think they could do with someone nearer their own age, someone who has been where you have been. You will understand them better than any of us.”

“That bad?” Chrysi asked.

“Hormones,” Harlan said with a wink.

Chrysi rolled her eyes. “Worse, teenage hormones.”

“So you’ll come?”

“You had me at pizza.”

Harlan wrapped his arms around his daughter and hugged her. “Thank you,” he whispered in her ear. 

“I love you, Dad.”

“I love you too, sweetheart.”


Chapter Nine – Fiona

Fiona needed a drink. If only she had kept some of that single malt whiskey she had picked up in Scotland a few centuries ago. They didn’t make it like they used to. Old oak barrels…

“Do you have any straighteners?” Ruby asked, coming into the kitchen dressed in a robe, with her hair hanging wet around her face.

“Straighteners?” Fiona asked. “For what?”

“My hair.” Ruby grabbed hold of the ends and lifted it up. “It’s going to be all frizzy.”

“It looks beautiful.” Fiona wasn’t lying. Ruby’s hair was almost jet black, but a red tinge that shimmered across the translucent strands lifted it. “Your scales will shimmer like your hair.”

“I don’t want them to shimmer,” she announced flatly. “I just want straight hair. I mean, what century do you even live in? Looking at this place, I’d say the sixteenth.”

“Really. I thought I’d modeled it on the fourteenth century. I must have a word with my interior designer.”

Ruby glared at her, not interested in jokes. “I’m so glad you find the whole thing amusing.”

“Ruby. Calm down. Your life is not going to be ruined just because you have wavy hair for a night.”

“No, it’s ruined because we lost our treasure. Because that woman took it. She took everything. Why did she have to come into our lives? We were happy. Me, Sapphi, and Dad, we were a family.” Her bottom lip trembled, and Fiona’s heart ached. She remembered losing loved ones; she remembered the pain in her heart as if it was pierced straight through. 

“I’m sorry,” Fiona said simply.

“It doesn’t matter.” Ruby spun around, preparing to stalk off when she caught her toe on the edge of a bookcase. It threw her over the edge.

Great racking sobs erupted from her slim body as she collapsed on the floor. Fiona had never experienced a purer maternal feeling than in that moment. She knelt down beside Ruby and wrapped her in her arms, not letting go even when she tried to pull away. 

Stroking her hair, Fiona hummed a lullaby her dragon dredged up from their collective memories. As she hummed, she rocked Ruby in her arms like the babies she had never had. From somewhere, another body slipped her arms around Ruby, as Sapphire joined them. They sat there, as all the anger, sadness, and frustration erupted from Ruby. Her skin burned hot, and smoke came from her mouth in hot breaths, but neither Sapphire nor Fiona let her go.

The time melted away. Minutes or millennia might have passed, it didn’t matter. 

When Ruby had cried herself out, Fiona and Sapphi helped her to the sofa, where she lay down, her head on a cushion. “Go fetch a blanket, Sapphi,” Fiona said.

Wordlessly, Sapphi headed out of the room and returned with a warm blanket, which she tenderly wrapped around her sister. “Will she be all right?” After losing everyone else, her sister was the most important thing in her life. 

Fiona nodded. “She just needs to rest. Do you want to sit with her, and I’ll make us some hot chocolate?”

Nodding, Sapphi perched on the sofa, next to Ruby, and stroked her hair, humming the lullaby she had learned from Fiona. As Fiona left the room, she turned back and watched the two girls. Her throat contracted as she remembered the same scene, played out centuries ago. Only the two girls were different: one had blonde hair, the other brunette. But they loved each other just the same. They might not have been sisters, they might not have both been dragons, but Fiona had loved her best friend Molly; they had been inseparable, until death.

Fiona turned away, going to the kitchen. She needed to keep busy. She needed to block out all the ghosts from the past. But the floodgates had opened, and ghosts wanted to be heard.

Pulling a pan out of the cupboard, she set it on the stovetop and turned to get the milk. Concentrating completely on each action, Fiona managed to keep her memories at bay. A small part of her longed to turn back the clock to last night when she had done these exact same actions, but then it had been hot chocolate for one, and an evening curled up with a book.

Yet there was no denying her world had changed, and changed forever; there was no putting any of this back in a box and locking the lid. She was stronger than that. Her dragon nudged her mind.

They were stronger than that.

Pouring the milk into three cups, she stirred them well, and placed them on a tray, along with a packet of cookies. Harlan was right; this was not a time for rules and routine.

Going back into the small sitting room, she found Sapphi and Ruby talking quietly. They both looked up as Fiona approached. “Here. This will make you feel better.”

She set the tray down on a low table and offered the cups to the girls. “Thanks,” Sapphi said and gave Ruby a look that spoke volumes. Ruby might appear to be the stronger of the two, but she looked up to young Sapphire, following her lead.

“Thank you, Fiona,” Ruby said hoarsely. Her eyes darted to Sapphi, who opened her eyes wider and nodded. “For everything.”

“You are welcome.” Fiona took her own cup and sat down in her comfortable arm chair. She had owned it so long, the cushions were molded to her shape. She sipped her drink. “Do you want to talk?”

“About what?” Sapphi asked.

“Anything. What happened. What is going to happen. I want you to feel free to ask me anything. Or tell me anything.”

Ruby nodded. “Are we going to be able to stay with you?” Her voice held a vulnerability that prevented Fiona from making a sharp retort about Ruby’s earlier opinions of Fiona and her small sixteenth-century cabin.

“As long as you want to, and as long as social services will allow me. I am not on the register for foster parenting.” She sighed, not meaning to be dramatic. “But, if you want to stay, I will jump through as many hoops as I have to, to become a foster parent.”

“You would do that for us?” Sapphi asked surprised.

“Of course. We are the same, and there are not many of us left.”

“You mean dragons?” Sapphi asked. “Mom always thought she was one of the last. Sometimes we would hear her crying to Dad, about all of those she had lost.”

“What was her name?” Fiona asked.

“Emmie. Emerald.”

“Ah, you have a family tradition.”

“The colors?” Ruby asked.

“Yes, but you are also named after gems.” Fiona’s mind drifted off to the beautiful gems in her lost treasure. Treasure passed down from generation to generation, until Fiona. Her hand went to where that same ring had sat on her finger for so long, but it was no longer there.

“When we were born, Mom choose each of us a special gem out of her treasure. A ruby for Ruby, and a sapphire for me.” Sapphi looked up at her sister sadly. “If we can’t get the rest of the treasure, I would be happy with those two gems. And Mom’s emerald. And Muffin.”

“Muffin?” Fiona asked, knowing she didn’t really want to know, but asking all the same.

“Our dog,” Ruby hiccuped again and tears threatened. “That’s how she got us to leave. She said if we didn’t do as she said, she would take him to the veterinarian and have him…”

Great, a face licker. Why was it always a face licker? Fiona gritted her teeth and asked, “Where is he now?”

“Roxanne took him with her. I think she was taking him to the pound.” Sapphi, who had held it together, now began to cry too. “Can we get Muffin? He could live here too, we would look after him.” 

“I’ll see what I can do,” Fiona said. Dogs had never had a place in her heart. Not since they had given away the hiding place of Molly. A centuries-old resentment was hard to be rid of. She looked up. “I think the pizza is here.”

Setting her cup down, Fiona went to the front door and opened it. Sure enough, the headlights of two, no, three cars, were pulling up the road, and parking in front of the cabin. She recognized her own car, and Harlan’s; the other belonged to Nevis. 

That could mean only one thing. Nevis was going to drive himself and Chrysi back to town, which meant Harlan planned to stay.

Heat rushed through her body at the thought of her mate sleeping under the same roof as her. Fiona tried to work up to being annoyed. After all, it was presumptuous of him to believe Fiona would let him stay. But knowing Harlan, in the short time she had, she was certain that he planned to protect, rather than serve.

Her dragon snorted fire. He sure could serve them in many pleasurable ways.

Fiona shut her dragon out and composed herself as her newfound family carried pizza and ice cream to the door. “I have never been a pizza delivery boy before,” Harlan said lightly.

“You are never too old to learn new tricks,” Fiona said. “Hello again, Chrysi. Nevis, we have spoken briefly before, at sports day.”

“Oh, at the school. You were handing out the trophies to the winners.”

“I didn’t realize you were a celebrity,” Harlan said with a twinkle in his eye.

“I am a good friend of the first grade teacher and her husband.”

“A woman of good reputation,” he said pointedly at Chrysi, who rolled her eyes at her father.

“Shall we get these inside? Or else the pizza will get cold and the ice cream will melt.” Chrysi held up the ice cream to make her point.

“I invited Nevis and Chrysi to dinner,” Harlan said. “I hope you don’t mind. I thought Chrysi might be able to help the girls. Since she knows what they are going through.”

“Although I was too young to really remember being abandoned,” Chrysi stated.

Fiona had a feeling Chrysi did not approve of her dad’s mate. Was she threatened by the new woman in his life? Or was it because of the two girls inside? Was she scared she would lose her father to them?

“But it must still be a part of you, subconsciously,” Fiona said, putting a warm smile on her face, which took some practice. “I would be grateful for any help you can give them. Poor Ruby had a bit of a meltdown.”

Chrysi’s face softened. “Is she OK?”

“She is now. Sapphi is her strength, her rock.” Fiona’s eyes lingered on Harlan. It had been an age since Fiona had someone like that to depend on.

“Pizza.” Harlan took a step forward, and Fiona nodded and turned around to lead them into her small cabin, that was fit to burst. Since she moved here, she had invited no one to visit; in fact, she had kept it a secret. 

And you call me proud, her dragon snorted.

It was true, Fiona had been a little ashamed over the small size of her house. 

“Hello,” Chrysi said warmly to Ruby and Sapphire. “You’ve had quite the day.”

“More than a day,” Sapphi confided. “Roxy made it clear she didn’t want us from the moment she met our dad. She would have kicked us out sooner, but she knows how to play people.”

“Roxy. That’s the name of your stepmother?” Fiona asked.

“Roxanne Cunningham,” Harlan said.

“How do you know?” Fiona half accused.

“I spoke to my lawyer. We are going to need help with this. Legal help. The days of flying in and charring your enemies are gone, unfortunately. We have to play by the rules.” Harlan opened a box and offered the pizza to the girls, who both took a slice.

Fiona went to the kitchen and put the ice cream in her freezer, and then returned with drinks. She placed them on the small table and then helped herself to the pizza Harlan offered. “And what did he say? This lawyer of yours.”

“He said he would dig up what he could. He’s a shifter.”

“Is there anything I can do?” Nevis asked.

“Not right now. But thank you for the offer,” Harlan said to his son-in-law. 

“Yes, thank you, Nevis,” Fiona added. 

Harlan caught her eye and smiled, which she returned. It was difficult to accept all the help being offered. Fiona had been self-sufficient in all ways for so long. She’d worked normal jobs to provide for herself, living within her means, choosing never to draw attention to herself. 

The days of the dragon hunts still lived with her. And always would. But those days were over. 

Just as Roxanne Cunningham’s days would soon be over too.


Chapter Ten – Harlan

The pizza and ice cream went down well. Afterward, Harlan helped Fiona in the kitchen, leaving Chrysi to talk with the girls, while Nevis went outside for a run. He intended to scout the area, just in case. In case of what, Harlan wasn’t sure, but his son-in-law was just as protective as any dragon.

“Do you think someone followed us?” Fiona asked quietly. “Is that why Nevis has gone out?”

“I doubt anyone would follow us, but let’s take all precautions. Until we know what kind of woman Roxanne is, we need to be on our guard.”

Fiona set the plates down, and moved toward the back door, beckoning Harlan to follow. She opened it up and slipped outside, closing it behind them. “Do you think Roxanne killed their father?” Fiona’s question was blunt and to the point. 

He sighed. “The same thought had crossed my mind.”

“Is that something your lawyer can look into?”

“I have someone else I can ask. I don’t want my lawyer's hands to get dirty in any way.” Harlan looked up at the stars. “When I met you this morning, I figured we would spend the evening having a nice romantic dinner, and then flying together over the mountain and up to the stars.”

“Instead we are babysitting.” Fiona smiled apologetically.

“And I would not have it any other way,” Harlan said. “They need us.”

“They do.” Fiona turned her face up to the sky. “But I do like the idea of flying. It’s been so long since I stretched my wings with another dragon.”

“As soon as we can, we are going to spend a night under the stars. You and me. Mates.” He leaned in, his hand brushing a stray strand of hair from her face. “Do you know how much I want to reach up and pull that clip from your hair and let it tumble around your naked shoulders?”

“I’m not naked,” Fiona retorted.

“You are in my imagination.” She blushed beautifully, pink flooding her skin, which was no longer smooth. The creases and wrinkles told her story, and he wanted to trace every one with his finger and learn all he could about this incredible woman. “I’ll settle for one kiss.”

“One kiss? And I thought you were an ambitious man.” Fire flashed across her eyes, and he glimpsed the dragon inside of her, as he bent his head and kissed her lips.

Fiona sighed against him, her hands reaching up and holding his sides, sliding around his back as she pulled him closer. She was a woman who knew what she wanted. And she wanted him, just as much as he wanted her. 

Their kiss deepened, and he slid his tongue along her bottom lip, teasing her, questioning how far she wanted to go. Fiona opened her mouth and let him in. Giving her answer in the quickening of her pulse and the heaving of her breasts. His cock hardened, and he slipped his hand around her, sliding it down her back and over her bottom, pulling her tightly against his body.

He wanted to leave her in no doubt as to his desire for her. This wasn’t the bond talking, this was his body, the primal side of him, the side that had waited for the perfect woman for so long. 

Fiona sucked on his tongue, driving him wild. He pulled back, it was too much, she was too much. His self-control was in tatters, his breathing ragged.

“My, dragon, I think you need a cold shower,” she said silkily.

“No. I need you.” His voice was raw, and her expression softened, filled with pain and longing.

“Will you stay with me tonight?” she asked. “In my bed.”

He cleared his throat and sucked in a breath. Had someone stolen all the oxygen from the air?

“If you want me.”

“I thought you had already presumed I did.”

He frowned. “Why do you think that?”

“Nevis drove here. He came to give Chrysi a ride home. You planned to stay.”

“I didn’t want to leave you alone.” He tore his eyes from her face and looked at the floor. “I hope you aren’t insulted.”

“Why would I be?” Fiona asked.

He bowed, with a flourish of his hand, like the knights of old. “I offer you my protection, my lady.” But when he stood up all humor left his face. “But I believe it is my heart that needs protecting, for it is lost already with one kiss.”

She giggled. “Oh, Harlan. Do you miss those days?”

“Yes. Although not the pants.”

“And I do not miss the corsets,” Fiona agreed.

“Corsets.” He groaned. “You have filled my head with such images.”

“Down, boy,” Fiona said, and pushed him away before opening the kitchen door and slipping back inside. “I’ll allow you a moment to retrieve your composure.”

“It might take more than a moment.” The door closed and he was left outside alone. Turning away from the house, he walked toward the tree line. He grinned. Being with Fiona had unearthed long-forgotten memories.

“Are you OK, Harlan?” Nevis’s voice called from in the trees. 

“I am checking our defenses. At least I am in my mind. I feel as if the clock has been turned back a century or two,” he admitted.

“Finding your mate does that to you,” Nevis said. He came to stand by Harlan’s side. “I can’t scent or sense anyone close by. But I have phoned Sheriff Brad and asked him to keep an eye out for anyone suspicious.”

“Thanks, Nevis.”

“Will you be safe here?” Nevis asked. “I guess what I’m asking, is do you think there is a threat?”

Harlan shook his head. “Probably not. If this Roxanne woman wanted to harm the girls, she would have done it, not taken them to a foster home.”

“Because their deaths would have raised suspicions.”

“Yes. I think she likely has what she needs.”

“The treasure.” Nevis nodded. “Yeah, this all still takes some getting my head around.”

“That is what has thrown Fiona and me into such conspiracy theories. We were hunted and persecuted. Each of us hiding in our own way.” Harlan took one last look into the trees. “But this is a different world. You can’t kill people and hide the evidence. Roxanne married Ruby and Sapphi’s dad. She doesn’t need to kill them: the money, the treasure, everything is hers by right.”

“Unless there was a prenup.” 

Harlan spun around, his eyes like lasers on Nevis. “There would be. There almost certainly would be. Their mother would have seen to it.” He slapped Nevis on the arm. “Let’s go back to the house. But we keep this to ourselves.”

“You don’t want to get their hopes up?” Nevis asked.

“Exactly. This could be a long-drawn-out process, with or without the prenup. Especially since, if there is a prenup, Roxanne has probably done her best to bury it.” Harlan shook his head. “Shocking business that someone could do that to two girls.”

“Do you think she murdered their dad?” Nevis asked, falling into step with Harlan and keeping his voice low.

“God, I hope not. The whole thing is a tragedy.” They reached the back door, and Harlan opened it, letting Nevis go inside first. Pausing, he allowed himself to relive the sensations he had experienced with Fiona in this exact same spot.

“OK, Dad?” Chrysi asked, from the kitchen.

Harlan started, feeling guilty. “I’m fine. Just enjoying the night air.”

“There is nothing as sweet as Bear Creek mountain air,” Chrysi agreed. “I know that even without all the super senses you shifters have.”

“That’s because you have good sense. The kind that steers you true.” Harlan entered the kitchen and shut the door behind him, Nevis had gone through to the sitting room, leaving Harlan alone with his daughter. “You have a good man in Nevis.”

“I know.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you telling me this now?”

“Do I have to have a reason?” Harlan asked.

“No,” she replied cagily. “But you never say anything spontaneously.”

“Don’t I?” Harlan frowned. “I do.”

“Nope. Not when it’s a judgment on someone’s character. You are always very cool and considered.”

“I’ve taught you well.” Harlan walked further into the kitchen and leaned forward to check that no one else was there. “Can I ask you to do me a favor?”

“Oh, now I am worried.” She smiled, but let it drop when she saw his serious face. “What do you need?”

“Do you remember that PI we hired to trace any other women Ross might have blackmailed or ransomed?” Ross was the man who had tried to kidnap Chrysi. He and his accomplice, Bart, had been sent to prison for a nice long stretch when it turned out they pulled the same stunt three times in the past. Each time they had taken the money and then created new identities before repeating their crime. It took some creative detective work to trace the other victims.

“Sam? Yes. Why?”

“I need him to track down a prenup.”

“A prenup? For you?” Chrysi asked incredulously.

“Not for me and Fiona.” He drew Chrysi toward the furthest corner of the kitchen; he knew just how acute a dragon’s hearing was. “Through the ages, a dragon’s treasure would pass from one generation to another. Traditions were upheld. Treasure passed from dragon to dragon. So if I had got married to a woman who was not a dragon shifter, and had children, my fortune would have passed to my children.”

“You mean Ruby and Sapphi’s dad never owned the treasure?” Chrysi nodded.

“Yes, it meant the treasure was never lost to the dragons.”

“And when you and Fiona have children, your fortune will pass to them.” She smiled weakly. 

“Hey, no.” He hugged her. “Don’t get upset. Listen, I have a second fortune that is all yours. And I can gift whatever I want to you.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not upset about the money.”

“Chrysi, I will never love you any less.” Harlan wrapped his arms around his adopted daughter. “We have been through so much together, and every day I am thankful for having you in my life. Sharing your life has been the happiest time of mine.”

“So far…”

“Perhaps. But times are changing for both of us, and once this child of yours comes into the world, you will understand that the well of love you have inside of you is bottomless. It’s wide and deep, and richer than any dragon that ever lived.”

“You always did have a way with words,” Chrysi said. “All of those stories you used to read me at bedtime.”

“They were not all stories,” Harlan said. “And one day I will tell my grandchildren your story.”

“I know a little one who will enjoy those stories,” Chrysi said, rubbing her swollen belly.

“Hey, you two, we thought you’d gotten lost.” Nevis appeared in the doorway. “Everything OK?”

“Yes.” Chrysi hugged Harlan, and kissed his cheek. “Everything is perfect.”

“Good, because we need to get home. We all could do with some sleep.”

“Nevis is right.” Harlan hugged his daughter one more time.

“Are you staying here?” Chrysi asked.

“Yes.”

“It’s a good thing you packed your bags already, isn’t it?” she asked with a grin.

“It certainly is.” He walked her to the door. “Fate knows a thing or two, doesn’t she?”

“She sure does.”


Chapter Eleven – Fiona

Fiona was thinking about fate too, as she made up the spare bed for Ruby and Sapphi. They said they were happy to share, even though Fiona offered them her room too. She could sleep on the sofa if they preferred separate rooms.

“No way, we want to share,” Ruby said. “I’m hanging on to Sapph and never letting go.”

“Well, call me if you need me,” Fiona said. “Bathroom is through there. Good night, girls.”

“Night, Fiona. Night, Harlan,” they both chorused.

From downstairs, Harlan called, “Goodnight!”

“Sleep well, and sweet dreams,” Fiona said.

“You too, Fiona. No nightmares about two teenage girls sleeping under your roof,” Sapphi said, stifling a yawn. 

“I have dealt with worse, I can assure you,” Fiona said. “But that is a story for another time.”

She closed the door and paused, straightening her hair and smoothing her skirt. Or maybe she was simply stalling. After all, this was potentially the biggest night of her life. Her mate was waiting for her in the small sitting room. Suddenly the temperature in the place grew stifling.

Fanning her face, and hoping she didn’t look like a flushed teenager on her first date, she walked along the hallway and down the stairs. They creaked loudly; he would certainly hear her coming. 

Gives him a chance to make a run for it, Fiona figured.

He’ll never run from us, her dragon answered.

He hasn’t seen me naked, Fiona said. No one had, for a very long time. Fiona had long outgrown taking men to her bed. Casual affairs had long since lost their thrill. Sex was just sex when you knew the person you were sharing such intimate moments with was not your forever love. As a dragon, she might age more slowly, but she still looked past her best. Parts of her body sagged where they had never sagged before. And taut was a word she had not used to describe anything other than her temper for decades.

He will love us all the same, her dragon reassured her. And, anyway, if his earlier reaction is anything to go by, he likes us just the way we are.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, she made sure her hair was still trapped in the clip she wore to keep it under control. At some point over the years, she had taken on the look and persona of a strict schoolmarm. Was that who she wanted to be now that she had Harlan in her life? 

Did she want to stick to routines and regimes, like those she had tried to enforce onto Jamie when he adopted Juliet and Jasper? Or did she want to be a new woman, reinvent herself, and live with wild abandon, just as she had in the long distant past when she was a girl, with no worries?

Pushing the door open, she entered the sitting room. Her heart beat rapidly as she caught sight of Harlan. He had lit the fire, and switched off the electric lights, leaving them to stare at each other by fire light. The flames made his silver hair glitter, and his skin appeared to ripple.

“What color are you?” Fiona asked.

“I was once a light blue, but now I am mostly silver. Chrysi calls me her silver-backed dragon.”

“I like that.”

“And you?” Harlan asked, weaving his way around the sofa, and taking her hand. He kissed it, glancing up at her face as he ran his tongue across her skin.

She shivered, her desire creeping up her spine, in a delicious way. “Me? These days, I am a rather dull brown.”

Harlan laughed. “I don’t think there is anything dull about you, Fiona.”

“You don’t know me well enough to be a good judge.”

“Then let me get to know you better. Let me in, Fiona, let me under your skin. Show me every blemish, every scar.”

Fiona swallowed down her desire for him, but it did no good, her head was swimming, her brain turned to mush as he stroked the inside of her arm with his fingers. He knew exactly where to find her most sensitive skin, the places where a million nerve endings tried to feed her brain information, only to overload her circuits.

So she did what any woman would do, she disconnected all sense and reason, and lived for this one moment in time.

Harlan pulled her close, his breath warm on her neck as he inhaled her scent. If she had known how the day was going to end, she would have made more of an effort with her lingerie, as it was, when he unbuttoned her blouse, he unveiled a plain white, serviceable bra. His sigh of contentment told her he hadn’t noticed the cotton encasing her breasts, he was more interested in her soft flesh.

“Beautiful,” he breathed as he lowered his head and kissed the swell of her breasts, setting off all kinds of sensations in her body. He was waking her up, just as, this morning, she had taken off the jade ring and awoken her true self.

Closing her eyes, she drowned in the sensations he drew from her body. Her skin tingled, her spine shivered, and deep within her, an ache grew in intensity. An ache that needed satisfying. And only one man was up to the job.

Coming back to herself, she realized he must be feeling a little left out. Never one to allow a man too much responsibility, she set to work. 

Fiona pulled Harlan’s sweater up, dragging it over his head. He was a least a foot taller than her, and she needed his help, which he gave her willingly, even if he hated dragging his eyes off her body. Then she unbuttoned his shirt, while he unclasped her bra. This was where she would die of embarrassment as gravity took control. 

Yet the hunger in Harlan’s eyes spoke of his enjoyment of her body exactly the way it was. They were not two young people in love, they were two people mated for life, who had waited for the other for far too long. Harlan chased her worries away; it was not what was on the outside that mattered. He would love her as she was now, and for the rest of their years to come.

Eager now, Fiona pushed his shirt off his shoulders, finding a man who had looked after himself physically. His chest was broad, strong, the smattering of graying hair the only real tell-tale sign this was not a man in his prime. Pressing her lips to his skin, she trailed kisses across his chest. Then her tongue flicked out and curled around his nipple. 

With their bodies pressed together, she could feel his cock hardening in his pants, and she was torn between making their foreplay last longer, or satisfying the growing itch they both had that needed to be scratched.

Of course, she had hands, so while her mouth tortured his nipples, her right hand dropped down to thread between their bodies. Easing herself back slightly, she managed to curl her hand around his cock and use enough to pressure to make him gasp. Squeeze and release, squeeze and release, she soon had him in the palm of her hand. Literally. She could ask anything of him now, and he would do her bidding. Men were so easy to control.

“Enjoying yourself?” he growled in her ear.

“Aren’t you?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah. But before I come in my pants, there is something I want to do.” His hand cupped hers and covered it, moving with the same rhythm as hers before he wrestled back his self-control, and drew her hand away. 

“What did you have in mind? Hot cocoa?” she purred.

“Something that tastes much sweeter than that.” He placed one hand on either side of her skirt, and he yanked it down over her thighs, taking her panties with it. She automatically squeezed her thighs together, which only made her arousal more intense. Her clit begged to be touched, her sex ached to be probed. 

Which is what Harlan intended, with his mouth.

Lifting her up effortlessly, the muscles of his strong arms bulging, he placed her down in her comfortable chair, hooking her thighs over his shoulders, and gazing on her sex. Fiona wanted to curl up and die of embarrassment as he touched his finger to her moist heat and then slipped it inside her sex.

Yet as he fingered her, the strong woman inside her emerged. She wanted this, and she sure as hell was not going to cower in the corner when something so incredible was being offered to her. 

Reaching out, she curled her fingers around the back of his head and shuffled her bottom forward. He needed no further invitation. Lowering his head, he kissed along the inside of her thighs, drawing irresistibly closer to her throbbing clit. She held her breath, wanting to focus every ounce of her concentration on this one needy point in her body. And when his mouth closed over her mound, her world exploded into a million stars.

“Oh, there. Right. There.” She didn’t need to tell him. He knew. He could read her body, and play it like the finest instrument.

Harlan sucked and licked her clit, while his fingers worked deep inside her, curling to brush her inner walls, in and out, until they hit just the right spot to send her spiraling out of control. Her first orgasm slammed into her, and he rode it out with her. But if she thought he was going to stop there, she was wrong.

As her orgasm ended, he eased back, kissing her thighs, letting her recover. But he did not let her arousal wane. Slowly, deliberately, he brought her back toward her peak. His mouth devouring her clit, his fingers delving deep inside her. Then he swapped around so that his thumb and finger pinched and rubbed her clit, and his mouth covered her sex, his tongue probing her.

Fiona leaned forward and watched him, her brain making the connections between what she saw and the sensations flooding through her body. Damn, this was so good. His tongue filled her sex, pushing deep, deeper than a tongue should go. He glanced up at her, his eyes glowing, his dragon was near the surface, and then she understood. He had enough control to allow part of him to become a dragon. And that part was his tongue. His forked tongue.

That was her last thought before her orgasm slammed into her and she lost herself, swept away on the waves of pleasure coursing through her. She sure could get used to having a dragon lover on call to satisfy her every need.

But Fiona cared about more than just her own needs. As her orgasm subsided, she shifted her weight and hooked her legs off his shoulders. Leaning forward, she put her hands on his chest and pushed him backward, down onto the floor. The flames from the fire had died down to bright embers, making his skin shimmer with a golden glow; they could almost be alone in the mountains, in a cave, away from the world

Straddling him, Fiona raised herself up on her knees, her hand encircling his hard cock. Stroking him up and down, she watched his face as he struggled for control. He was hers, but she was wrong if she thought she was the only one with control. With every beat of her heart, she understood that this was a two-way relationship. As much as he would do anything for her, she would do anything for him. No matter the cost.

A thrill of fear and excitement passed through her. She was no longer alone.

Guiding him toward her, she rubbed his cock back and forth along the length of her sex. He bit his bottom lip, his hands gripping her hips. Slowly, she lowered herself onto him. Inch by torturous inch he filled her. Fiona groaned, aching for him. Her whole life had been leading up to this moment when she would become one with her mate.

The moment did not disappoint.

Raising herself back up, before lowering herself down further, she took him deeper inside her. The friction of skin against skin was incredible. A heat grew between them, a frisson of electricity sparking and crackling as two ancient souls joined as one, mirroring the joining of their bodies.

Lower, she took him inside her fully. He was big, he stretched her inner walls, making her muscles throb. She took a moment, adjusting to him, but then he moved his hands from her hips and touched her breasts, caressing her skin, pinching her nipples, and the need to move, to make love to her mate, filled her.

A wild, primal abandon took hold of Fiona, and she moved in a rhythm that grew faster as her orgasm rushed at her. Harlan placed his hand on the small of her back, holding her in place as he sat up, his mouth claiming her nipples. She could not hold on through the onslaught of emotions rocketing through her body. 

Riding him hard, her hips moving in circles, he impaled her again and again on his cock, and she came. Bursts of starlight filled her brain, and she soared above the clouds with him. 

Two dragons, as one.


Chapter Twelve – Harlan

“Morning.” He kissed Fiona, drinking in the sight of her lying next to him, her body warm against his. 

“Morning,” Fiona answered, brushing her hair from her face. “I must look like death.”

“No, you most certainly look like life to me.” He kissed her lips, ignoring her scowl.

“I should brush my teeth.” She started to get up, but he pulled her back down by his side. “I cannot remember the last time I woke up with a woman beside me, so give me a few minutes to enjoy it.”

“I would have thought a rich and attractive man like you would have had to beat women off with a stick.” 

“Are you trying to hurt yourself with jealousy?” he asked.

“I’m not jealous.”

“Really, because I am jealous of every man who has ever spent a night in your bed. I envy them all. I would burn their bodies and char their bones…” His voice was fierce, but humor flickered in his eyes.

“Don’t, they meant nothing. Not now.” She reached up and stroked his face. “We have both been waiting for this day.”

“We have. Although I admit I did not abstain from sex only for you.” He grinned when she pulled a face. “I did it for Chrysi. I hated the idea of her waking up to a different face in my bed, a different woman. I didn’t want to parade them in front of her, and I never dated the same woman for too long. It seemed so unfair, knowing we were never going to be together in the way they wanted. So I never took a woman home after I adopted Chrysi.”

“And how does she feel about me?” Fiona asked, clutching the sheet to her breasts as she sat up.

“She needs to get to know you.”

“She doesn’t like me?” Fiona asked, hurt in her voice.

“She doesn’t know you. But that’s not all. She likes to keep a lookout for her old man, and she was worried about how fast things moved yesterday.”

“I don’t understand. She knows about the mating bond. Obviously, since she is Nevis’s mate.”

“I don’t think that was the issue. Although she did question how long it took me to find you. And then when one dragon became three, she was worried you were after my fortune,” Harlan said, and then added, “Of course, that is in strictest of confidence. I want my two, or four, special ladies to get along.”

Fiona drew her knees up to her chest and rested her head on them, with her head tilted toward Harlan. “Four special ladies. Does that mean you would consider taking on Ruby and Sapphire longterm?”

“Wouldn’t you?” Harlan asked. “There are not many of us left, and they need a home.”

“I would. Although it would take some rearranging of my schedule to make it work. They can’t be left to fend for themselves, we need to be here for them.”

“That is why you have a man around the place.” He put his arm around Fiona and pulled her back down beside him. “You just happen to have found a man who knows how to raise a daughter. I think between us we can make it work.”

“Don’t you have to be at your office?” Fiona asked. “I thought you had to work at keeping that fortune of yours getting bigger.”

“Luckily, Chrysi set up an office here. With a fast internet connection, I can be virtually in control of my empire from Bear Creek. Sure, I’ll have some meetings I must attend face to face, but mostly, the business runs itself. I learned a long time ago how to delegate effectively. I’ll have you know, I never missed one of Chrysi’s milestones.”

“Well, that is all in the future. Right now, we need to get up and get some breakfast. I need to go into the office and decide what I’m going to do with regards to paperwork. I also plan to dig around in the files and see what I can dredge up on Roxanne Cunningham.”

“Will you find anything in the files? How much information do they go into when you hand over children to social services?” 

“Not enough,” Fiona said, grabbing her robe and putting it on. “Luckily, I can go a little deeper than that. At least see if Roxanne flashes up on any of the databases.” She gave him a small smile. “I managed to get a password for clearance above my pay grade.”

“Do I want to know how?” Harlan asked.

“Probably not. Anyway, a dragon has to have some secrets.” She winked at him, and then slipped out of the door, heading for the bathroom.

Harlan lay back in bed and let his mind clear. He was a great believer in daily meditation. It helped him keep his thoughts in order, and made his will stronger. Important when you had so many years of information stored up in your brain.

After mentally putting the tasks he needed to do today in order, he closed his eyes and went over his conversation with Nevis and his later conversation with Chrysi. Was it possible he was on to something? Might there be a prenup in place? One that would make the family treasure theirs, and theirs alone? 

He’d catch up with Chrysi later and check that she had contacted Sam, the private investigator. He expected Sam to come up with more information than Fiona could get out of her databases, but he wasn’t going to discount her. The more ammo they had, the easier it would be to get the girls’ treasure back.

“They mentioned a man,” Fiona said suddenly, coming back into the bedroom, a towel wrapped around her hair. “There was so much going on, I never thought anything of it.”

“A man?” Harlan asked, swinging his legs off the side of the bed.

“When they were talking about Roxanne yesterday, they said something about Roxanne in their parents’ bed, with that man.” Fiona came to stand in front of him, and it was all he could do not to strip the robe off her body and take her again, and again. 

Harlan closed his eyes and grasped hold of his self-control. “That man. A particular man.”

“Yes. Maybe he has something to do with all of this. Their father hasn’t been dead for long, for her to find another man that fast…”

“OK, let’s get some breakfast and then get as much information as possible from Ruby and Sapphi.” He got up, and kissed Fiona quickly on the cheek, heading for the bathroom while his mate dressed. Ten minutes later they were in the kitchen making breakfast.

“I should go and wake them up,” Fiona said when the coffee pot was on, and the bacon was sizzling in the pan. “I also need to make a list of all the groceries I need to buy. I was not prepared to go from living alone, to having three other people in the house.”

“That sounds like an invitation,” Harlan cast over his shoulder as he cracked open an egg and sent it sizzling into the hot pan.

“Maybe it is. If you can earn your keep,” Fiona said.

“What do you need me to do?” Harlan asked, a twinkle in his eye that told her he would willingly earn his keep in her bed. Fiona blushed, her breasts heaving before she turned and left the room.

“For now, just make sure you tidy up after yourself. I only have one pair of hands,” she called as she headed for the stairs.

“And what a wonderful pair they are.” He chuckled as he heard her stomp up the stairs. “What a woman!” He whistled as he cooked. He’d missed this. During his stay with Chrysi in Bear Creek, she had cooked all the meals. She was reveling in the life she shared with Nevis, building a nest, that was what Teagan had told Nevis, who then passed the information to Harlan, and so he hadn’t interfered.

But he missed these simple pleasures. He was a provider as well as a protector.

“Harlan!” Fiona’s voice came from upstairs. “They aren’t here.”

“What?” Harlan moved the pan off the heat and set it aside, wiping his hands on a dishcloth as he went into the small hallway. He looked up, to see Fiona’s stricken face.

“The room is empty.”

“Bathroom?”

“I’ve checked that too,” she called down. “We must have slept heavily and missed them sneaking out. I should have known, I should have been more careful.”

“There is no use blaming yourself,” Harlan said. “They are as much my responsibility as yours.”

“It’s not your job at stake.” Fiona came downstairs, her face pale. “What if something happens to them? What if they have gone back to their house and someone gets hurt?”

“It’s a long way.”

“Oh, what if they hitchhike?” Fiona asked, nightmare images in her head. He knew what she was going through. As Chrysi grew up and became more independent, he had to accept her going places on her own, but it was never easy.

“They are sensible girls.”

“Who are?” Ruby asked, appearing in the doorway behind them, a piece of bacon in her hand, which she was happily eating.

“Where have you been?” Fiona demanded.

Ruby’s eyes widened and she prepared for battle. “In the woods. Sapphi and I went for a morning walk.”

“You should have told me where you were going.” Fiona stormed down the remaining stairs.

“And they will next time, won’t you, Ruby?” Harlan asked.

“We are not children,” Ruby said sourly.

“You will always be our children,” Harlan said the words he had told Chrysi so many times. “No matter how old you are.” He smiled. “Let’s eat. Fiona can put a notepad in the kitchen. When you go out, make a note of where you are going and what time you will be back.”

“What, you want to keep tabs on us?” Ruby asked.

“All of you, Fiona too, so you know where she is.” He stopped in the kitchen doorway. “We are treated equally in this house. We all take responsibility.”

Ruby glared at Harlan, but he stared her down. “All right. But we never had to do that at home. We do have these things called cell phones.” She held hers up, as if to make a point.

“Is that your dog?” Fiona asked, changing the subject. “What was his name? Muffet?”

“Muffin,” Ruby said, her voice softer as she showed the photo to Fiona. “I bet he misses us.”

“I bet he does.” Fiona took the phone and had a good look at the hairy dog.

“I would never guess you were a dog lover, Fiona,” Harlan said.

“I’m not.” She looked as if she was going to add something else and then changed her mind.

“OK, before this gets cold, sit, eat.” Harlan finished cooking the eggs. 

Sapphi and Ruby sat down at the table, while Fiona passed the plates. Then she got the knives and forks, before grabbing the toast and setting it in the middle of the table. She was quick and efficient, and he sure did like the way she moved, but what he really wanted was to see her fly. 

He longed for them to go out on the mountain and catch the updrafts and glide together.

“Harlan?” Fiona asked, and prompted him into action.

“Here we go.” 

They sat and ate, skirting around the difficult questions he and Fiona needed to ask. For now, it was great to see them smiling. What would come later, that might bring tears.


Chapter Thirteen – Fiona

Over breakfast, Fiona got over the shock she had experienced at finding the girls’ bed empty. Her first thought was that they had run away, gone back home. There Ruby would turn into her dragon and bite Roxanne’s head off before spitting it out.

It would have meant failure for Fiona, and too many questions by the authorities that could never be answered. 

“I am stuffed,” Sapphi said, leaning back with a groan.

“Good,” Harlan said. “Keep your strength up.

“For what?” Ruby asked sharply.

“For whatever we are going to do for the day,” Harlan said. “I have a couple of calls to make, and then I’m free if there is something you girls want to do.”

“Can we explore the forest and the mountain?” Ruby asked.

“If that is what you want to do,” Harlan agreed. “I would rather do that than have to hit the mall.”

“We prefer the outdoors to the mall,” Sapphi said. “Mom used to fly us high up into the mountains when we were younger.”

“I miss those days,” Ruby said with sorrow in her voice.

“What about you, Fiona?” Sapphi asked, her eyes bright with tears.

“I have to go to work. I have a couple of things I need to check out.”

“What if they ask questions about us?” Ruby asked.

“Most people know not to ask me questions.” Fiona frowned. “I aim to stall for as long as possible.”

“Why?” Sapphi asked.

“We’re hoping to dig up some dirt on Roxanne,” Harlan answered matter-of-factly. “So if you have anything you can tell us.”

“Where do we begin?” Ruby said acidly.

“Well, you can begin by telling us about that man.” Fiona used the same tone and inflection Ruby had yesterday to describe Roxanne’s man friend.

“Roger Humphries. At least that’s what he calls himself,” Sapphi said.

“That isn’t his real name?” Fiona asked. Why was she not surprised there might be some kind of fraud going on here? 

“No. Or if it is, he has a fake ID,” Ruby said.

“How do you know?” Harlan asked gently. “You won’t be in any trouble.”

“Muffin needed dog food, and Roxanne refused to buy any.”

“She’d also stopped giving us any kind of allowance,” Ruby added defensively.

“He was hungry. And so when Roger and Roxanne were upstairs, we took some money from his wallet.” Sapphi lifted her chin. “It was wrong, but Muffin needed food.”

“It’s OK,” Fiona said, although any kind of stealing was against her principles. “He had ID in his wallet?”

“He did. I pulled it out when I pulled out the note. It had the name Dougal Campbell on it.”

Harlan pulled out a small notepad from his pocket and wrote down the name. “Anything else?”

“Anything at all.” Fiona thought for a moment. “Did they know each other from before your dad married Roxanne?”

“No, we didn’t see him until three days after Dad died.” Ruby wiped a tear away.

“Roxanne made us go to bed early. There was someone at the door. He never knocked or rang the doorbell. Roxanne must have been expecting him. She opened it and let him in.”

“They were laughing. And kissing,” Ruby’s eyes glowed red.

“Keep calm, dear,” Fiona said, placing her hand over Ruby’s. “We need you to keep control of your dragon.”

Ruby nodded. “I’m OK.”

“They slept together,” Sapphi said quietly. 

“Are you sure?” Fiona asked, shocked that two people could do this when these two girls who had just lost their father were in the house.

“I couldn’t sleep. I heard them come upstairs, I heard him leave in the morning,” Sapphi’s voice was almost inaudible, but Fiona’s dragon ears heard just fine, and her blood boiled, and her dragon seethed in rage.

“I’m so sorry,” Fiona said. “For what happened and having to make you relive it.”

“She married Dad for his money,” Ruby said. “That’s all she wanted.”

Fiona looked across the table to Harlan, She wanted to ask how their father had died, she wanted to know for sure that Roxanne had not been responsible. But now was not the time.

“We promise to do whatever we can to stop her from getting her hands on your treasure,” Harlan swore, his voice fierce, his eyes glowing green. In that moment she loved this man who had come into her life. Facing it together, all four of them would make what had to be done easier.

“I swear it too,” Fiona said.

“OK.” Harlan clapped his hands. “You girls are going to do the dishes. I am going to call my lawyer, and Fiona is going to go out to work so she can bring home the bacon. Literally.”

“OK, I’ll go to the office and then stop at the grocery store on the way home. I have a couple of other appointments today, I should be home about four.” She got up from the table, and Ruby and Sapphi did the same, coming over to hug her before she left the kitchen.

“Thank you, Fiona,” Ruby said.

“You are welcome.” Fiona pulled back and looked at the two girls. “Harlan and I will do whatever it takes to help you get past this. Treasure or no treasure.”

Sapphi nodded. “I hate the thought of her wearing Mom’s jewels. She already threw out all of her stuff when she married Dad.” She sniffed loudly. “Dad tried to stop her, but she started crying and said he loved Mom more than her.”

“He wanted us to be happy,” Ruby said.

“He didn’t do a good job of it,” Fiona said, and then shut her mouth. “Sorry, that was insensitive.”

“He thought Roxanne would make us happy. She was nice, before she had that ring on her finger. We thought it was too soon, but we wanted him to be happy too. When Mom died, he was so sad. But once they were married, she changed, she started to make comments about us, she told Dad we were mean to her…”

“This sounds like Chrysi and Ross all over again,” Harlan said. “Let’s hope it ends the same way, with the criminal behind bars.”

“I’ll talk to you later.” Fiona left the kitchen, with a peck on the cheek.

Fiona left the cabin. It was weird leaving the others in her home. Three people she had only met yesterday, three strangers who had free rein to do what they wanted in her house. But she trusted them. Just as they trusted her to do the right thing.

Heading to the office, she barely noticed the traffic as she thought over the last conversation she had with the girls. Could a man be lonely enough to fall for a woman who was a fortune hunter? 

Fiona had been lonely at times in her life, it was true. Before she came to Bear Creek, she had been at her lowest ebb, but never had she thought about settling for someone she did not love, for someone who was not her mate. But she was a shifter, and shifters behaved differently.

“Suzie,” Fiona said brightly as she walked into the office twenty minutes later, her car parked in the parking lot and coffee in her hands.

“Fiona!” Suzie jumped visibly when Fiona placed the cup of coffee on her desk. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Fiona perched on the edge of Suzie’s desk, making her supervisor very uncomfortable. However, she reached for her coffee and sniffed it. “A caramel shot?”

Fiona smiled. “I know that’s how you like it.”

“You do?” asked Suzie.

“Yes.” Fiona sipped her own coffee, feeling the caffeine thread through her brain.

“That is good. So much better than the machine.”

“Isn’t it?” Fiona agreed. “So, Suzie, if you were a lonely middle-aged woman with two children, would you marry a man in a whirlwind romance?”

Suzie nearly choked on her coffee. Coughing and spluttering, she reached for a tissue. “That would depend.”

“On what?” Fiona’s eyes bored into Suzie like a laser beam.

“On whether I truly loved him, and more importantly whether my children loved him and were ready for another man to take the place of their father. Not that anyone can ever really take the place of a child’s real father.” Suzie looked up at Fiona expectantly, as if waiting to see if she had passed a test.

“Hmm. Thank you.” Fiona slid off the desk and made her way to her office, which was a place she tried to avoid as much as humanly possible. She preferred being out in the field, visiting her children and making sure they were happy.

But today, she had something she needed to do. Switching on her computer, she logged in with Mrs. Donaldson’s user name and password. She had procured it one day purely by accident. It was wrong, she knew that, but this was a special case, and Fiona only ever broke the rules for special cases.

“And this is a special case,” Fiona said, as she began to tap in search parameters. 

First, she pulled up the file she had glanced over yesterday; it said very little about Roxanne Cunningham. So she went into a different database and searched again. Even less. 

“Who are you?” Fiona dug deeper. But there was nothing on Roxanne other than a date of birth. All that meant was she hadn’t been entered into the system for any reason. Not unusual: if she had no reason to be in contact with the three departments Mrs. Donaldson oversaw, then she wouldn’t be in here. 

Birth, deaths, and marriages were the limit of her investigation outside social services. She decided to take a look at Dougal Campbell, the man who slept with Roxanne.

“Married. Of course you are.” Fiona pulled up the marriage license and took a look at it. This might be the key to it all. Dougal had been married for ten years. If he was having an affair with Roxanne, maybe they wanted the girls’ money to fund their new life together. It made sense.

It also gave her nothing new to go on.

A knock at the door made her jump guiltily. Fiona logged out quickly and deleted her history before saying, “Come in.”

“Hi,” Suzie said. “I went over the paperwork for Ruby and Sapphire. There seem to be a couple of points missing. Could you fill them in for me?” Suzie gave Fiona a penetrating look. Fiona had long ago decided not to underestimate Suzie. She was quiet; some might call her mousy. But underneath she had a spark that made Fiona respect her. “Can you do that for me?”

“I can.” Fiona took the file from Suzie and placed it on her desk.

“I can bounce it around for a few days,” Suzie said suddenly, her voice quiet. “But not much longer.”

With that, she turned and walked out of the office. Damn. Suzie knew there was something going on. But how? It didn’t matter. Fiona was now on a deadline. She was going to have to go and speak directly to Mrs. Donaldson and persuade her the girls were best left with her and Harlan.

It was against procedure. Once they had been handed to social services, they had responsibilities for the children. If only Fiona had known about them beforehand, she could have taken them in before social services was contacted.

Needing time to think, and to avoid form filling, Fiona left the office. Luckily, Suzie was away from her desk, so Fiona took the stairs and slipped back out into the parking lot. Time to get her other visits over with. 

Then she glanced down at the file. Her mind filled with Ruby and Sapphi and everything they had lost. Against her better judgment, she phoned and canceled her appointments. There was something she needed to do. And she needed to do it before she changed her mind.


Chapter Fourteen – Harlan

They walked back to the cabin, tired, but happy. Or as happy as two girls could be under the circumstances. But he had to admit, a few hours in the mountains had done them all a lot of good. 

That’s because I took their mind off things, his dragon said.

Harlan laughed but did not correct his dragon. You might be right.

His dragon sighed. There is nothing as majestic as seeing a silver-backed dragon flying in the skies. 

Oh, I don’t know, Harlan answered as they neared the cabin and he sensed his mate.

I might agree with you, his dragon said.

That would be a first, Harlan replied, with a chuckle.

“I’m starving,” Ruby said. “Do you think Fiona has brought some food? You know, food we might actually enjoy eating?”

“I hope it’s not chicken salad,” Sapphi said.

“Whatever she’s bought, you need to be grateful and not give her a hard time,” Harlan said. “She’s not used to having a couple of teenagers around.”

“I know. She’ll learn,” Ruby said. Both girls giggled.

A barking filled the clearing around the cabin, and the three of them stopped dead in their tracks. “Muffin?” Sapphi said.

Sapphi and Ruby broke into a run as the barking grew steadily louder and more insistent. Harlan ran after them, and as he got closer to the cabin, he could hear the sound of Fiona trying to calm the dog down.

“Oh my goodness,” Ruby said, as she dragged the kitchen door open to be greeted by an exuberant dog with far too much hair.

“Muffin!” Sapphi called, and sank down to her knees, the small, wooly-coated brown dog licking her face and her hands, and then running to Ruby to do the same.

“You found their dog?” Harlan asked Fiona, a half smile on his face. “I thought you didn’t like dogs?”

“I don’t. But they do.” She tried to hide her delight at the sound of the girls laughing and rolling around on the floor with Muffin.

“Maybe it’s another one of those things you need to leave behind,” Harlan suggested, touching her arm gently.

Fiona looked into his blue eyes; she had never noticed the silver flecks before. “Maybe it is. The past is the past.” She looked down at Muffin. “I know I’m going to regret this.”

“Life is full of regrets,” Harlan said. “That’s how you know you are living it.”

Fiona headed back into the kitchen, needing a moment to compose herself. “So, I bought some groceries. And dog food.” She sighed audibly as she put Muffin’s food away. “He’s going to have to sleep outside.”

Harlan came up behind her and threaded his arms around her waist, inhaling her scent as he kissed her neck. She was all woman, all warmth and life, with a hint of metallic that made her instantly recognizable as a dragon. “I want to lick every inch of your body.” He nipped her earlobe, and her knees nearly gave out. “It’s been a while since I’ve made a woman go weak at the knees.”

He ran his hand over her ribs and cupped her breast, his thumb brushing her nipple. She leaned back against him, her breathing rapid. “The girls,” she breathed.

The sound of Muffin barking and the girls laughing came from some way off, but Fiona was right. “Later,” he promised. Harlan stepped back, leaving Fiona clutching the countertop to keep her legs beneath her. “What is for dinner?” he asked casually as if nothing had happened between them. “I’ll cook.”

“No, I can do it,” Fiona said firmly, trying to assert herself.

“I insist, you have been at work all day.” He unpacked the groceries, mentally preparing a menu in his head. “I’ll surprise you.”

“I’m not sure if I like surprises,” Fiona said.

“Then learn.” He grinned. “Why don’t you go and take a bath? Relax, let me do something for you.”

“You don’t have to.” Fiona looked as if she wanted to say more, but turned away from him.

Harlan dropped the spaghetti, he was about to put away, down onto the counter. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I should be cooking you dinner. I’m not a good mate, am I?” Fiona offered. “My mom used to do everything for my father. Cook, clean, mend.” Turning to face Harlan, she admitted. “I’m not that kind of a woman.”

“Good, because I’m not that kind of man. It doesn’t matter what our parents did. I’m used to looking after a house and kids. I enjoy cooking. In fact, I could happily retire and live here in this cabin with you and the girls forever.” He smiled, and lifted his hand to pull the pins from her hair, letting it cascade around her shoulders. “You make me happy, Fiona. And I want to make you happy. Warts and all.”

She tilted her head. “I did not notice any warts last night.”

He chuckled and pulled her to him, kissing her lips. “Then maybe you need to have a very thorough look again.”

She threaded her arms around his neck and leaned against him. “The problem is, being around you, makes me want to be what my mother was. I want to cook for you, and play house.”

“What if I tell you being around you makes me want to tear the head off any man, woman, or beast that might even look at you wrong?” He kissed her neck and groaned, pulling away. “And the drive to put a baby in your belly is almost too much to contain.”

“I wish I could give you a child,” Fiona said, pulling away from him. She looked out of the window to where Ruby and Sapphi were walking back toward the house. “I think that bath might be a good idea.”

With that, Fiona left the room, walking up the creaky stairs and out of his life. It might only be for a short time, but his dragon missed her already.

“Where’s Fiona?” Ruby asked, coming into the kitchen.

“She’s gone upstairs. Do you want to help me make dinner?” Harlan asked Ruby. All day he’d been trying to get a sense of the young woman before him. She was a conundrum, caught between childhood and adulthood. One minute happy to goof around with her sister, the next wanting to be treated as an adult. But she had a big heart. A heart that had been wounded by the loss of her parents and Roxanne’s betrayal.

“I’m not good at cooking,” she admitted.

“Luckily, I am, so you can learn from an expert.”

“Are you an expert?” Ruby asked suspiciously.

“When you have been around for as long as I have, you learn to be one.” He winked. “I’m self-taught, so we get to do things our own way.”

“OK,” Ruby said, going to the sink and washing her hands. “I wanted to thank Fiona for getting Muffin for us.”

“Fiona’s taking a bath. When she comes back down, you can thank her with dinner,” Harlan suggested.

“Good idea.” 

Ruby helped Harlan make a tasty meal that he hoped they would all enjoy. It had chicken, and salad, but he added wild herbs he had collected on their walk in the mountains, and new potatoes with garlic and butter. Finished off with fresh bread, it smelled and tasted wonderful. And everyone agreed.

“Thank you, Ruby. Thank you, Harlan,” Fiona said, as she sipped her wine, her plate clean.

“I ate chicken salad, and liked it,” Sapphi said, sounding disappointed.

They all laughed, and when Harlan caught Fiona’s eye, he could see she had relaxed, her cheeks a little flushed from her bath, and her wet hair hanging down around her shoulders. “Oh, I almost forgot.”

Fiona got up from the table and left the room, returning with a gift for Ruby. “Here. I would hate for your life to be ruined by not having straight hair.”

“Straighteners. Thank you, Fiona,” Ruby got up and hugged Fiona tightly. “Thank you for everything.”

“Yes.” Sapphi got up, never one to miss a hug. “You too, Harlan, come on.”

He got up from the table and hugged the three women he was learning to love. It reminded him of Chrysi and he mentally hugged her too, never wanting her to feel left out.

“OK, dishes.” 

The girls groaned, but despite Ruby protesting she wanted to try out her straighteners, she washed the dishes with her sister. 

“You have a way with them,” Fiona said.

“And you don’t?” Harlan asked.

Fiona shook her head. “I don’t know how to be warm and easygoing.”

“I’ll let you in on a secret,” Harlan said, coming to kneel beside her and taking her hand. “The layers of resolve you try to hang onto get stripped away the longer you have children. They chip away at what you perceive makes a good parent, until the person left, is one. Or not.” He grinned. “What I mean to say, is you don’t flip a switch. It is all about being willing to learn and compromise. Today you made a huge compromise.”

“You mean Muffin?” Fiona asked, side-eying the little dog that was crashed out happily in front of the fire.

“It was a noble thing to do.” He knelt up and kissed her mouth. “And I want to thank you, in so many ways.” He got up and sat back on the sofa. “Soon.”

“We are going to bed,” Sapphi announced as they finished in the kitchen.

“To sleep?” Harlan asked. It was still relatively early.

“The Wi-Fi on our phones works better up there,” Ruby admitted.

Fiona shook her head. “You could read a book.”

“I ate chicken salad, so quit while you are ahead,” Sapphi told Fiona as she hugged her and said goodnight.

“I’ll take your advice,” Fiona said. “Although we are going to have to talk about school and things shortly.” Her face became serious, but she didn’t say more, and Harlan didn’t ask more until the girls had gone.

“Problems?” He hadn’t had a chance to ask Fiona how her day had gone. 

“Suzie knows I have the girls, I’m sure of it.” Fiona sipped her wine. “She’s given me some breathing room. But I will have to figure this out, and figure it out soon.”

“Can we adopt them?” Harlan asked.

“We still have to go through the same process as everyone else. The same with fostering. It means the girls may have to go and live somewhere else for a while,” Fiona said.

“No,” Harlan shook his head. “They belong here.”

“They don’t belong to us.” Fiona’s expression was pained. “People, not even me, can’t just decide to take a child home. The law is there to protect the child. Isn’t that what you said before, about Roxanne? We have to play by modern rules.”

Harlan sighed. “Whatever you need, just ask.”

“You,” Fiona said.

“Always.” He came to her across the room, and picked her up in his arms, carrying her upstairs to bed.

He laid her down gently, raking his eyes over her body. Which needed to be naked. Stripping his own clothes off, he then knelt on the bed and undressed his mate, while her hand cupped his balls, and fondled them, before curling around his cock and stroking it. Damn, talk about distracting.

He fumbled with the buttons of her blouse, at least one of them pinging off into oblivion when he lost his patience. But at last, he pushed it off her shoulders, and unclasped her bra, freeing her breasts to his hands and mouth.

He feasted on them, his tongue flicking out over the taut buds until she writhed beneath him. Knowing her need to be touched, he slipped his hand under the waistband of her skirt and inside her panties, rubbing his fingertips lightly over her clit. 

Fiona spread her legs wider, and he slipped his fingers inside her sex: she was so wet, so ready for him. Moving down the bed, he dragged her skirt down over her hips, leaving her naked before him. She was no young, nubile woman, but to him she was perfect.

Spreading her thighs apart, he dipped his head, tasting her intimately. Fiona tossed her head from side to side, her fingers plunging into his hair as he licked her clit, bringing her to her first climax. Harlan prided himself on being able to read her body and give her what she wanted. And now, she wanted to be made love to, slowly and deliberately.

He hovered above her, guiding his cock into her sex. He paused, with only the head of his cock inside her. She reached for him, urging him deeper, but he made her wait; he needed to stay in control.

At last he thrust forward, deeper, before pulling out. A harder thrust, and she raised her knees, tilting her pelvis as she changed the angle of her body. In and out, he moved in a steady rhythm that drove her wild. Fiona’s inhibitions crumbled and she kissed him, nipped his skin, and begged him to make her come, as he drove her to the edge of her climax and then brought her back.

Sweat slicked their bodies, and the night grew late, when finally he let her reach her climax and followed her over the edge into a world where they flew together, up above the clouds, to the moon and back. Fiona wrapped her legs around him, and he jerked his seed deep into her womb, hoping he would one day put a child in the belly of the woman he loved.


Chapter Fifteen – Fiona

“What’s the plan for today?” Fiona asked Harlan as they sat eating breakfast together. The girls had grabbed some toast and taken Muffin for a run.

“I am going to call my lawyer again. I think we should put our plans to adopt Ruby and Sapphi on a fast track,” Harlan said pragmatically.

“You want to talk to your lawyer about adoption?” Fiona asked.

“If we adopt them, no one can take them away from us,” Harlan said, sipping his coffee. “Are you OK?”

“Yes. It makes it all more real, that’s all.”

“We’ll have to get married, of course.”

Fiona nearly sprayed her tea across the room. “Married?”

“Yes.” He smiled at the shocked expression on her face. Placing his coffee cup down on the table, he moved to her side and dropped down on one knee. Out of his pocket, he pulled a ring. “No fancy box, I’m afraid. It was my mother’s.”

“Harlan, you don’t have to…”

“Yes, I do.” He took hold of Fiona’s hand. “Fiona, I have searched for you until I had nearly given up hope. Will you do me the tremendous honor of marrying me? Soon.”

“I will.” She kissed his face, and then his lips, and then hugged him before kissing him again. She would have squealed in delight, but Fiona was not a squeal-in-delight kind of a woman.

“Ugh, you two, it’s enough to put me off my breakfast,” Ruby said, coming in through the back door with Muffin in her arms.

“I think we are allowed a kiss on this occasion,” Harlan said, his eyes misted with tears. “I have just asked Fiona to marry me.”

Ruby grinned. “OK, maybe one kiss. But anything else and you really need to get a room.”

“Married? Can I be a bridesmaid? I’ve never been a bridesmaid,” Sapphi said excitedly.

“You can both be bridesmaids,” Fiona said happily as Harlan put his ring on her finger. She ignored the look on Ruby’s face.

“I am not wearing a frilly dress,” Ruby said quickly. “No way.”

“I won’t ask you to wear frills or lace,” Fiona said. “But I would really like my two dragon princesses to be there for me.”

“Do we get tiaras?” Sapphi asked. “You know, if we are princesses.”

“She didn’t mean real princesses,” Ruby told her sister.

“I know,” Sapphi said. “But all the same. There were some in our treasure. Do you remember? We used to wear them when we played dress-up.”

“We don’t have our treasure, do we, idiot.” Ruby’s temper quickly flared, but Muffin lifted his head and licked her face, defusing the argument.

Maybe he would earn his keep after all. “OK. I have to go to work. I have to catch up on appointments. I am sure Harlan can keep you occupied. And I like your hair, Ruby,” Fiona commented.

“Thanks.” Ruby ran her hand over her straightened hair. “For everything,” she added in a serious tone. “And I guess if you really wanted frills, I would wear them.”

“Thank you.” It was probably the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to Fiona. As she headed to her car, she figured this was the happiest day of her long life so far. Certainly happier than she had experienced for a couple of centuries or more.

As she drove to her first appointment, she placed her hand on the steering wheel and admired her ring. It was perfect, a large, exquisitely cut diamond, flanked by an emerald on either side. They reminded her of Harlan’s eyes. She laughed to herself, giddy with joy. Something she would have to contain if the children she was about to visit weren’t going to think she was half crazy.

Somehow she got through to lunchtime without bursting into song. But it was in her heart, and she hummed to herself as she drove. Deciding she didn’t want to make an appearance at the office, and so letting Suzie off the hook—since you couldn’t ask questions if a person wasn’t there—Fiona bought a sandwich from a convenience store in Bear Bluff, and sat and ate it by the side of the pond in the park, watching the mothers playing with their children.

A wave of longing swept over her. She wanted a child of her own. She always had. Admitting it was difficult, since the chances of her conceiving and carrying a healthy baby to term were so small, but she found her courage. In truth, in a bid to cover over her sadness at not finding her mate, she had convinced herself she didn’t want children. She now freely admitted this was why she had helped so many children in foster care. Her maternal instinct had found its way out into the world.

Mulling this over, she ate her sandwich. The sun was on her face, the breeze ruffling her hair, which she wore half down, using a hair clip to keep it off her face. If only she could figure out what to do with Ruby and Sapphi, she would be the happiest person ever.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out and nearly hit the ignore button, but she couldn’t run from Suzie forever. She could not let Suzie take any blame for what Fiona had done.

“Hello, Suzie,” Fiona said.

Suzie’s voice was quiet as if she didn’t want to be overheard. “Fiona, you have to get back here.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” Fiona asked, sensing the urgency in Suzie’s voice.

“Ruby and Sapphire’s stepmom is here.”

Fiona nearly fell off the bench. “What do you mean she’s there?”

“She wants them back,” Suzie said.

“Well, she can’t have them.” Fiona made this quite clear in her tone.

“We don’t have a choice,” Suzie said.

“Yes, we do.”

“The paperwork is not complete. If she gets a lawyer, we are in trouble.” Suzie sighed. “She has a right to have them back, as long as Ruby and Sapphire agree.”

“They won’t agree,” Fiona said. “They don’t like her.” But they did want their treasure. Would they risk going back to Roxanne as a way of getting what was theirs? “Come to think of it, why does she want them back at all? She has the money, she has the house, she has everything. Including a new man in her bed.”

“No! Already? Poor Ruby and Sapphire,” Suzie said, enraged, before she dropped her voice once more. “I’ll try to find out.”

“No, I’ll be there in ten minutes. I’ll talk to her.” Fiona hung up the phone and got up from the bench, brushing the crumbs off her skirt before walking back to her car. Her happy day was taking a turn for the worse, and she sure as hell was not going to let that woman spoil it. Nor was she going to let her get her hands on the girls.

The question really was, why did she want them back? There had to be an ulterior motive.

As she drove, she used her hands-free to call Harlan and tell him what was happening. “Any ideas?” she asked him once she had explained.

“No.” He paused. “But there has to be a reason. Do you want me to be there when you talk to her? I’m good at reading people.”

“You forget I am a dragon too,” Fiona retorted.

“Two heads are better than one,” Harlan replied.

“I’d rather you stay there.”

“The girls will be OK, I can drop them off at Chrysi’s.”

“You misunderstood, I would rather you stayed out of Roxanne’s way. If she gets a sniff of your treasure, who knows what she might do,” Fiona replied.

“How can she know?” Harlan asked.

Fiona frowned. “I don’t know. Hey, that is one thing we never asked the girls. Does Roxanne know about dragons?”

“I’ll ask.” The phone went quiet, and then she heard the mumbling of voices before Harlan answered. “No. As far as the girls know, she doesn’t have any idea.”

“Interesting,” Fiona said. “OK, stay put, I’ll talk to you later.”

Fiona drove to her office, still trying to figure out what Roxanne’s angle was. If, as her actions had proven, she didn’t want Ruby and Sapphi in her life, why was she trying to get them to come home?

As she pulled into the parking lot, Fiona sat for a moment to compose herself, not wanting to give anything away, particularly not wanting to give away the fact that she herself had taken the girls in. If she did, she would lay herself open to all kinds of trouble. If Roxanne was the conspiring woman Fiona figured her to be, then she would be only too willing to blackmail Fiona, and by association, Harlan. That was never going to happen.

I could bite her head off. Then I could dump her body in the deepest ocean, her dragon offered helpfully.

Don’t tempt me, Fiona replied. But let’s hope it does not resort to such extreme measures.

Fiona got out of the car and headed inside, pulling on her rather tattered cloak of abrasiveness. Two days of being part of her new family had smoothed the edges of her moods and mellowed her. Still, she had kept up the act for some years; she just had to try to slip back into the role now.

“Hello, Suzie,” Fiona said, making her supervisor jump.

“Fiona, I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Where is she?” Fiona asked, dismissing any pleasantries in one look.

“In the waiting room. She’s very…” Suzie hesitated.

“Very what, Suzy?” Fiona asked.

“Not like you.” Suzie raised her eyebrows hoping she had not offended Fiona.

“Not like me,” Fiona repeated. “Excellent.” Fiona had met a lot of people not like her in the past. Just as Harlan had studied people, so had Fiona, only not in such detail. What she did know was that people got what they wanted in two ways. They demanded it, which was the Fiona way. Their manner left other people believing there was always an or else hanging in the air. Or they simpered.

Simpered, and fawned, and flattered, all the while trying to get their own way.

“Hello, Mrs. Cunningham.” Fiona held out her hand.

Roxanne’s eyes narrowed. “That’s my maiden name,” she said with a light laugh, trying to cover her suspicions.

“Sorry,” Fiona said, cursing herself. “Mrs. Rochester.”

“Yes.” She dabbed her eyes theatrically. “I am not myself. But I am still Mrs. Rochester.”

“And what can I do for you, Mrs. Rochester?” Fiona said. “Or shall we go to my office?”

“Your office, it would be more private.” She sniffed loudly. “I hate crying in front of people.”

“Then don’t,” Fiona said sweetly, before adding, “Until we get to my office.”

Roxanne smiled sadly. “I’ll try to be brave.”

“This way,” Fiona said. She left the room, striding down the corridor, opening the door, and going inside to sit at her desk. Pulling the file out of her purse, she set it down on the table in front of them. 

Roxanne took a moment to sit down and compose herself, ready for the next round of give-me-your-sympathy. While Fiona tried to judge how best to play this game, Roxanne gave her opening shot. “I have made a terrible mistake.”

Fiona sat still, eyes on Roxanne, offering no comment.

“I was hasty in my decision.” She dabbed her eyes again. “Stricken by grief.” Her eyes flicked up to Fiona’s and read a blank expression. She tried again. “I loved Joe Rochester too much. It was a fast and furious romance, the man swept me off my feet, and into his bed…”

Fiona sighed. “I read in the file you and Joe had not known each other long.”

“Yes, but who can deny love when it knocks at your door?”

“Who indeed?” Fiona nodded.

“Have you ever felt such love, Mrs…?

“No, I have not.” She wasn’t lying. Fiona had experienced fast and furious love, but it was real, not fake like Roxanne’s.

“But you have experienced love.” Roxanne indicated the engagement ring on Fiona’s finger.

“I have.”

“So you understand me. You understand how a woman so consumed by grief could try to rid herself of everything that reminded her of the man she loved, the man she married.”

“Ruby and Sapphire.”

“Ruby and Sapphire.” Roxanne turned the tears on fully. “But I made a terrible mistake. As soon as I went back to the house, I realized it was too empty. I need them.” This last sentence came out as a wail. Fiona was left asking herself if any person actually fell for this kind of thing. Joe Rochester obviously had. Hook. Line. And sinker. Fool.

“Why are you here?” Fiona asked again.

“To get them back. To bring them home.”

“I don’t think that is such a good idea, Mrs. Rochester. They are settled where they are, and I do not think they should be subjected to the ups and downs of a woman on the verge of hysterics. May I advise you to seek out your doctor and ask him to give you something to help you control your… urges.”

“Urges?” Roxanne looked at Fiona as if she came from another planet. “What do you know about urges?” They were the truest words Roxanne had spoken since they entered the room.

“I have met a lot of people over the years. Parents, children, stepparents. I believe I can say with certainty, you will get over these urges.”

“No, I want to be a parent. I want to honor the memory of my husband, Joe, and look after his children.” Roxanne’s expression hardened. “I want to see them.”

“I don’t think that is a good idea.”

“But you can’t stop me. If you do, I will take this over your head.” All niceties were gone, Roxanne was flexing her claws.

“I think that in your present emotional state, it would be best if you don’t see them.”

“I don’t much care what you think, Miss… What was your name again?”

“Fiona.”

“I want to see Ruby and Sapphire. And if you could relay a message to them, I am sure they will want to see me.”

Intrigued, Fiona asked, “What message?”

“Muffin. If you tell them I have their favorite muffin,” Roxanne finished. “Or will have.”

“I’ll tell them.” Fiona kept her face neutral as Roxanne left the room, only allowing herself to curse the woman once she had gone. Did she intend to go to the pound and get Muffin back to use as leverage? Or was she willing to lie to Ruby and Sapphire’s faces to get her own way?

As she gathered her things together ready to leave, she still could not decide why Roxanne would want the girls back.

She pulled out her phone and called Harlan. “Get that PI of yours over to the house. I want to know what Roxanne Cunningham is up to, and I don’t care what it takes.”


Chapter Sixteen – Harlan

“I wish I’d held on to my treasure. Or at least spent my time making money like you have.” Fiona paced the room. She had come home agitated, and despite her best efforts to cover it up, it leaked out into her body language.

“I have enough treasure for both of us,” Harlan reminded her.

“And so I am beholden to my mate.” Nothing seemed to soothe her.

Harlan left his chair, where he had been watching her pace the room. He didn’t really care what she was doing, he loved watching her, learning about her, and understanding her. “When I phoned Sam, he said he had some news.”

“But he didn’t say if it was good news or bad.” 

He caught hold of Fiona and pulled her into his arms. “And wearing a hole in the carpet will not make him drive any quicker.”

“What if I can’t stop Roxanne from getting Ruby and Sapphire back? I should have found them a proper foster home, and then I could have argued their case without looking like some crazed child kidnapper.”

“Fiona, listen, one thing I am sure of, is that whatever Roxanne’s motives are, they are driven by greed. I have money. I expect I have more money than all of Ruby and Sapphire’s family treasure combined.”

“What are you saying?” Fiona turned and faced Harlan, her eyes wide. She knew exactly what he was saying but wanted him to put it into words.

“If it comes to it, I will do a trade. My treasure if Roxanne walks away from this.”

“You would do that?” Fiona asked.

“It’s only money, and I made my fortune once, I can make it again. If not, we live a simple life in this cabin of yours.” He smiled down at her, cupping her face in his hands and kissing her lips. “As long as we are together. And that we includes Ruby and Sapphire. They are such wonderful children. I won’t see their spirit crushed. We’ve both seen enough of that.”

“We have.” Fiona rested her head on his chest. “I sometimes wonder what I did to deserve a man like you, Harlan. I really do.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

“You are a romantic. I’m beginning to like it,” Fiona murmured against his chest.

“Good, because I am not going anywhere. And if I have my way, neither are those girls.” He held her close to him, his head resting on hers. How long they stood there he couldn’t tell, but the light began to leach from the sky and an owl hooted from somewhere deep in the woods, and still, they stood locked in each other's arms, like two stone statues.

Until there was a knock at the door. Upstairs, the sound of Muffin barking could be heard, until Sapphi shushed him and told him it was OK. 

“I’ll get it.” Harlan reluctantly let Fiona go and went to answer the door, hoping Sam might have something concrete they could use against Roxanne to keep her away from the girls.

Pulling the door open, Harlan was confronted by a large man, with huge hands, one of which he thrust toward Harlan. “Hello, we haven’t met. I’m Sam Spencer.”

“Sam, good to meet you at last. Come in, come in.” Harlan shook Sam’s hand and then stepped back for the huge man to pass. Sam had to duck to avoid knocking his head as he entered the small cabin.

“These cabins were not made for men like me,” he said.

“Go through, Fiona is in the sitting room.” 

“Hi, Fiona,” Sam said, offering her his hand. The man filled the room, but he was in no way menacing. Harlan decided he would still not like to go up against this man in any way. He also wondered how easy it was to be a private investigator, when you were so memorable.

“Hello, Sam,” Fiona said. “Please sit down.” Her eyes flicked to Harlan’s with an expression that said she hoped Sam did not break the sofa. Sam didn’t carry a lot of fat on his body, but he sure did carry a lot of muscle.

“Thanks.” He drew an envelope out from the inside of his jacket. “I’ll get straight to the point.”

“Do you have information on why Roxanne suddenly wants the girls back?” Harlan asked.

“I may have.” He slid out two pieces of paper and handed one to Harlan and one to Fiona. “This is a copy of the prenup Joe Rochester signed when he married Emerald Ellingham.”

“What about the prenup Roxanne signed?” Fiona asked while she scanned the document in her hand.

“She likely didn’t sign one. But it wouldn’t matter. This document is quite clear. Joe was only a guardian of the family fortune. It’s sewn up tight. When Joe married, the money was not his; it was in a trust for the girls. A generous sum was paid each year for him to use to live on and support the girls. And, even once the girls left home, he would receive a smaller, but equally generous amount, for the rest of his life.”

“So that is it,” Fiona said triumphantly. “Roxanne knows this, and wants Ruby and Sapphire back so that she can pocket the money, at least until she finds her next victim.”

“It would appear so,” Sam said. “I have spoken to the family lawyer, and he said this is unbreakable.”

“The lawyer told you this?” Harlan asked, studying Sam.

“I asked nicely.” Sam smiled. “There is more.” He took out a photograph and handed it to Harlan. “This is Dougal Campbell and his wife Samantha. I wanted Ruby or Sapphi to ID him as the man they also know as Roger Humphries. If it is, I may pay him a visit. I’d like to know if his wife knows he is screwing around.”

Harlan passed the photograph of Dougal and his wife, in her wedding dress, to Fiona, who frowned and peered closely at the photo. “What’s wrong?”

“Are you sure this is Dougal Campbell and his wife?” Fiona asked.

Sam pushed out his cheeks and then let the air out. “I’m good at what I do, Fiona, and very rarely make mistakes. Very rarely.”

“How old is it?” Fiona asked.

“They got married around ten years ago,” Sam said, checking the dates.

Fiona was out of her seat and heading for the stairs, calling, “Ruby. Sapphi. Come here, please.”

The bedroom door was flung open and Sapphi came running out. “What’s wrong, is everyone OK?” 

Harlan got up and went to join Fiona, confused as to what Fiona had seen in the photograph. All he could see was a young man and a woman smiling for the camera. “What is it?”

“Sapphi, is this Dougal?” Fiona asked, pointing to the man.

“Yes.” Sapphi leaned forward. “Why is he getting married to Roxanne?”

“Why indeed?” Fiona asked triumphantly.

“Well, of all the…” 

“Don’t swear in front of the children,” Fiona reminded Harlan.

“Sorry,” Harlan said, still shocked from the latest revelation.

“Thanks, Sapphi,” Fiona said and turned to walk back downstairs.

“I don’t understand, if Roxanne was married to Dougal, how can she be married to my dad?” Sapphi asked.

“Exactly,” Fiona said. “Exactly.”

She headed back downstairs, a big hopeful smile on her face. It made his dragon’s heart sing to see their mate so happy. After days of uncertainty, they finally had hope, and a chance to end this once and for all. Then they could get on with the job of making this Ruby’s and Sapphire’s home forever.

“Sam, this is the woman posing as Roxanne Rochester, nee Cunningham. But she is, in fact, Samantha Campbell.”

“The plot thickens,” Sam said, taking back the photograph. 

“What I don’t understand, is Roxanne Cunningham does exist. I saw it on the computer system at work,” Fiona said.

“Sometimes people steal other people’s identities. Roxanne might be off the grid, for whatever reason. Or moved abroad.” Sam shrugged. “I would like to guess that something this sophisticated is not the first time these two have done this.”

“Only this time they came up against a dragon and their treasure,” Harlan said. “This is just like Ross all over again.” Anger surged through him. “I want these two taken down. Whatever resources you need, they are yours, Sam.”

Sam nodded and put the information in the file. “I’d do this for free, Harlan, but I know you can afford it.” He shook their hands and gave Fiona a smile, complete with dimples; the guy was a charmer. But Harlan liked him.

“Whatever it takes. And if ever you need anything, I’m only a phone call away. I will be eternally grateful for this, Sam. And for what you did for Chrysi.”

“I always like to get the bad guy, Harlan. Always.” A sudden shift in his mood gave Harlan a brief glimpse at a sadness Sam kept hidden under his friendly exterior. However, it was gone as quickly as it came, and Harlan let it go, they all had enough to contend with right now. Instead, he thrust his hand out to Sam. “Anything. Anytime.”

“Thank you,” Sam said sincerely and left the room. “I’ll see myself out, and don’t worry, I’ll be in touch.”

Harlan and Fiona faced each other, and no words were needed. They were close to ending this. Or at least the first chapter. After that, they would deal with adopting Ruby and Sapphi and making sure no one could ever threaten to tear them apart again.


Chapter Seventeen – Fiona

“I’m so thankful to have you standing by my side,” Fiona said to Harlan. 

He reached for her hand. “There is no place in this world I would rather be.”

“Are you two sure you will be OK?” Chrysi asked, her concern etched on her face. “What if Roxanne is dangerous?”

“We’re dragons,” Harlan said as way of explanation.

“Inside you are dragons. On the outside, you are just two ordinary people.” She paused. “Two extraordinary people, but you know what I mean.”

“We look like a middle-aged couple.” Harlan stepped forward and kissed Chrysi on the cheek reassuringly. “We can handle ourselves. When I was a boy, I was a champion at unarmed combat.”

“Were you?” Chrysi asked surprised. “You never said.”

“Some things don’t exactly come up in everyday conversation,” Fiona said. “I jousted once. Borrowed my father’s horse and went to a tournament.”

“Did you win?” Chrysi asked.

“No, I ended up on my bottom in the mud. Never tried it again. Plus, my father gave me hell for stealing his best horse. Half the county knew it was me.”

“You were kind of famous?” Chrysi asked.

“Not me, his horse was. Everyone knew Silver Sailor, dappled gray, with silver streaks in his mane and tail.” She shrugged at Chrysi. “I was a woman, I was invisible. I much prefer living in today’s world.”

Chrysi shook her head. “All these tales you can tell this little one when he or she finally makes an appearance.”

“I look forward to it. So much.” Fiona looked down at Chrysi’s swollen belly, and a small sob erupted from her mouth, which she covered with a cough. Harlan put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her head.

“You won’t have a shortage of babysitters,” Harlan warned Chrysi.

“I can see that.” Chrysi turned away for a moment, before adding, “I’m so happy you are part of our family, Fiona.”

“I’m so pleased to be part of it. Even if I have brought a couple of troublemakers with me.” She turned around as Ruby and Sapphi entered the kitchen with Muffin. “You will behave for Chrysi, won’t you?”

“We’re not five-year-olds,” Ruby retorted. “Hi, Chrysi.”

“We’ll be good,” Sapphi assured her.

“Then we should all go.” Harlan checked his watch and led them all out of the house. Chrysi was taking Ruby and Sapphi into Bear Creek; they were going to look around the local stores, and then go back to the Bear Creek News offices, where Nevis and Theo would help keep an eye on them all. Just in case things went wrong.

“See you later.” Chrysi hugged her dad and whispered, “It will all be OK.”

“I hope so.” He watched them get in the car and drive off, then he and Fiona got in his car. “Even if this does go OK, there is a good chance we will have to let Ruby and Sapphi go for a few months.”

“Let’s take it one step at a time,” Fiona said. “As long as Roxanne is out of the way, I am sure we can all survive.”

“I want to wring her scrawny neck,” Harlan said.

“I have dibs,” Fiona said calmly. “You can have what’s left.”

He chuckled. “We would have made a formidable team once upon a time.”

“We still can. But for different reasons.”

“I finally met my match,” Harlan said.

“And so have Dougal and Samantha Campbell.” Fiona sat back in her seat as Harlan put the car in drive, and steered them away from the small cabin. She was going to have to move, or build an extension for when they adopted Ruby and Sapphi. The girls needed a room each, personal space. 

Fiona filled her head with these dreams of the future as they drove to the social services offices where the woman posing as Roxanne would be waiting. The meeting between her and the girls had been set up, but what Roxanne did not know, was that the girls were going to be far away, out of her reach. At the same time, Dougal Campbell would be taken into custody for conspiring to defraud.

“Jerry Oswald, my lawyer, thinks they will fast-track us,” Harlan said. “I didn’t like to say in front of Ruby and Sapphire.”

“Fast-track?” Fiona asked. “That is usually for very special cases, those with disabilities.”

“He made inquiries, and shifter children are often fast-tracked. Especially those at puberty. He also has it on good authority that they will be particularly interested to find Ruby and Sapphi a home with people who understand their very particular needs.” He glanced at Fiona. “I think they are afraid she might bring fire and damnation down on anyone she doesn’t like. They have never had dealings with an orphan dragon shifter experiencing the shift for the first time.”

“That is good news,” Fiona said. “Very good news.”

“And since one of us is held in such high standing and has extremely good references, that it should be completed quickly, after the required home checks.”

Fiona looked across to him, meeting his eyes, her love for him shining through. “Then I did pick the right man. Or fate did.”

“He meant you, Fiona.”

She blushed and opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She simply turned her head forward and stared out of the window, her words stuck in her throat. Fiona had tried to live in the background, unobserved and unliked, for a long time. When had these changes in her taken place? Not when she met Harlan. No, she had already become softer, more open to friendship, before that.

“Here we are.” He picked up his cell phone and dialed Sheriff Brad’s number as they sat in the parking lot in front of social services offices. “Hi, Brad. We’re ready. OK. We’ll go in. Yes, Fiona will stall her until you have Dougal.”

Fiona got out of the car and walked into the office she had worked out of for the last decade or more. So many children had passed through her life, so many she had tried her best for. And now here she was, trying her hardest, because if this failed, and they were wrong, then Roxanne might get the girls back. 

Not happening, her dragon said firmly.

Fiona agreed but now was not the time to make decisions. Everything might go in their favor, and Roxanne, or Samantha, would be spending the first of many nights in a prison cell.

She signed Harlan in. To anyone watching, this was just a routine day. But what no one knew was the couple upstairs, pretending to be potential foster parents, were actually Brad and a member of the local police force, whom he was liaising with on the case. They were going to move in and arrest Roxanne for both fraud, and bigamy, as soon as they got the all-clear.

“I’ll be OK,” Fiona told Harlan as they reached Suzie’s desk. “Suzie, you remember Harlan?”

“I do. I certainly do,” Suzie said, eying Fiona carefully. “Roxanne is waiting for you.” She pointed to the waiting room. “Do you want me to sit in on the interview?”

“No, I’ll be just fine. Just fine,” Fiona purred, making Suzie frown at her.

“Be careful,” Suzie said, lowering her voice. “There is something about that woman I don’t like.”

“I have all the backup I need,” Fiona said with a smile.

“She’s right, be careful,” Harlan warned. “If anything happened to you…” He left the words trailing, and Fiona had to stop herself from hugging him in an attempt to reassure him.

“This old bird can take care of herself,” Fiona said. “I’ve been around long enough.”

“I want to make sure you are around for many, many more years,” Harlan said.

“Nothing will stop me,” Fiona returned.

Suzie sighed. “You two make such a cute couple.”

Fiona opened her mouth to contradict Suzie. She didn’t want to be cute. However, Harlan, always the gentleman, replied first, “We do, don’t we?”

“You do.” Suzie had that happy expression on her face that people wore when they were dreaming of how they would like their life to be.

“One day, you will meet a man you love,” Fiona told Suzie graciously. Goodness, what was coming over her? 

Leaving Suzie with her mouth open, and Harlan chuckling to himself, Fiona strode down the corridor and entered the waiting room. “Roxanne. Good to see you again.”

Roxanne narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Let’s not play games. Have you brought the girls?”

“Let’s go through to my office,” Fiona said.

“I want to know if Ruby and Sapphire are here.” Roxanne stood up but didn’t follow Fiona.

“Their foster parents will be bringing them once we have a chat.” Fiona smiled brightly. “Or I could call them and tell them you wish to postpone the meeting.”

Roxanne clutched her purse and followed Fiona out of the waiting room and along to her office. Fiona could feel Harlan’s eyes on her, but she did not turn around. 

“Take a seat.” Fiona indicated the chair on the opposite side of the table, and sat down, placing a file open in front of her. She sat in silence pretending to read for a few minutes. Harlan had coached her on how to make people uncomfortable. It worked. In a short time, Roxanne began to fidget.

“I thought you would have been up to speed on all of this,” Roxanne suddenly blurted out.

“I was just trying to familiarize myself with what was in the file, Roxanne. I can call you Roxanne, can’t I?” Fiona asked easily.

“I suppose.” She huffed. “Can we move along? I have spoken with my lawyer, who will be requesting copies of all the files. If you refuse to let me see Ruby and Sapphire. I am sure a good lawyer can find something in them that will put your department in a bad light.”

“Possibly. Although I have a couple of questions of my own to ask,” Fiona said. “Just routine.”

“Very well.”

“I have spoken at some length to Ruby and Sapphi. They say they are concerned about a man friend you invited into the house.”

“I am free to have friends,” Roxanne insisted.

“But this friend stays over. A lot.”

“I am a woman, with a woman’s needs,” Roxanne said. 

“Roger Humphries. Is that his name?”

“Yes. What of it?” Roxanne’s face turned pink. “I have nothing to hide.”

“And how long have you known Roger Humphries?” Fiona asked.

“Oh, I see, you want to paint me as a scarlet woman.” Roxanne leaned forward, her face close to Fiona’s. “Yes, I knew him before I met Joe. Yes, I had an affair with him. That does not change the fact that Joe was my husband and Ruby and Sapphi are my wards.”

Fiona’s phone beeped, and she took it out of her pocket and read the text that had come through. It was from Brad. They were coming in. “Thank you, Roxanne, for being so candid. I’ll just go and get Ruby and Sapphi for you.”

Fiona got up from her seat and went to the door. Opening it, she came face to face with the sheriff, who nodded once, and slipped into the room to arrest Roxanne, while Fiona walked off down the corridor, a relieved expression on her face.

“What is going on?” Suzie asked, flustered.

“Roxanne is not Roxanne, she is Samantha Campbell. And she was already married when she married Ruby and Sapphire’s father.”

“Good work, Fiona,” a voice said from behind her.

“Thank you, Mrs. Donaldson.” Fiona had only ever spoken to Mrs. Donaldson a few times, and most of those times had been only passing hellos.

“Mrs. Donaldson,” Suzie said. “You were behind this?”

“Brad called me to fill me in on Fiona’s suspicions. I admit I found it hard to believe, but he went over everything that the private investigator Harlan hired had found out, and well… I was shocked. That a woman would be so manipulative.” Mrs. Donaldson’s expression showed her disappointment. “Both before and after Joe Rochester died.”

“Some people will do anything for money, and some people will do anything for love,” Harlan said.

“Very true,” Mrs. Donaldson said. “Anyway, Fiona. I wanted to congratulate you on your engagement and say I will give you my strongest recommendation.”

“Strongest recommendation?” Fiona asked.

“For adopting the girls,” Mrs. Donaldson said. “You are going to adopt them, aren’t you?”

“As soon as we can,” Harlan said.

“Good. Sad business, but let’s all have a happy ending, shall we?” Mrs. Donaldson walked away.

“I don’t think I have ever seen you speechless,” Suzie said to Fiona.

“It does not happen very often,” Harlan agreed.

“How did she know?” Fiona asked.

“Who knows?” Harlan asked. “Hey, here comes Brad.”

They all watched as Roxanne was taken away. The look she cast over Fiona was enough to pierce any but a dragon’s thick skin. 

“By the way. Your threat about Muffin? The girls already have him. He’s safe, and so are they.”

Roxanne opened her mouth to speak, but Brad kept her walking.

“Time to go and tell Ruby and Sapphire it’s all OK,” Harlan said.

Fiona slipped her hand into his. “Time to go and claim our happy ever after.”

“I already have mine, right here,” Harlan said.

Fiona laughed. “I wonder how long that romantic streak of yours is going to last, Harlan.”

“Forever, Fiona. Just like my love.”

As they walked out of the building and into the bright morning, Fiona allowed herself to believe in him. After all he was a dragon, and dragons always knew best.


Epilogue

The dragons raced each other out of the clouds that filled the valley. Fiona turned her head imperceptibly to catch a glimpse of the flash of silvery blue that was Harlan, her silver-backed dragon, and next to him, small, but powerful and full of grace was Ruby, her scales shiny and new, her face filled with the pure joy of flight.

“Faster,” Sapphi yelled, leaning forward to be heard above the thrum of wings.

Fiona looked at the horizon. It was tinged with red as the sun set, and the light leached from the sky. She took a deep breath and fire carved a pathway through the cloud. She beat her wings down hard, the sudden burst of speed causing Sapphi to grab hold of Fiona’s dragon’s bony spine, and she ducked down, holding on tight.

The first time Sapphi rode on Fiona’s back, her dragon had been terrified the girl would fall off and die from her wounds. But Sapphi was a natural dragon rider, and over the past few months, they had learned to work as one. Fiona’s heart burst at the thrill of excitement that passed from her young rider through her hard scales and seeped into her veins. It spurred her on.

“We’re in the lead,” Sapphi instructed. “Faster!”

Fiona’s muscles burned from the exertion, but she didn’t care, she had never felt more alive than in these few precious months since she had become part of a family once more. A real family, no matter that they were not of the same blood. She faltered, the news she had to share causing her to lose her concentration.

With a last sudden burst, Ruby shot ahead, her smaller body not hindered by the stiff breeze that buffeted them as they crested the valley.

“One day, I’ll be able to fly like Ruby,” Sapphi said wistfully, not caring that they didn’t win.

The three dragons circled the mountain peak like buzzards, riding the updrafts until the darkness was absolute. Then they glided back down the mountain, hidden from view to all but those who knew what to look for.

“You three are the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” Chrysi said, as the three dragons landed, one at a time, in the small clearing behind Fiona’s cottage that had been extended and improved. However, it still kept the simple charm Fiona had fallen in love with.

Sapphi slipped down off Fiona’s back, and when she was a safe distance away, Fiona shifted back to her human form.

“Wait until this little one is old enough to ride with us,” Harlan said, looking adoringly at his grandson, Peter, who was asleep in Chrysi’s arms. “Then I will show him the world from the back of a dragon.”

“Slow down there, Grandpa,” Chrysi said. “He can’t even walk yet.”

“I have patience,” Harlan looked across to Fiona, and the smile he gave her made her heart squeeze tight, and her breath catch in her throat. 

Everything about her life right now, in this moment, was perfect. She had a man, a mate for life, and two children, who she loved. Her pride in them grew each day as they learned to cope with their new lives. The loss of their parents was still acute, but they had moved to a place of acceptance.

A barking heralded the entrance of a certain little dog, who had also healed Fiona's old wounds. She no longer blamed the whole of the dog population for one moment of tragedy. 

“Are you OK?” Harlan asked.

“Yes, why shouldn’t I be?” Fiona asked, too sharply.

“You hesitated.” He watched her closely, weighing, judging, and assessing his mate.

“So?” Fiona asked, brushing the comment off.

“You never hesitate.”

“You didn’t let me win, did you?” Ruby asked, offended.

“No, I did not.” Fiona looked around at the people surrounding her. Her family. These people, along with many more in Bear Creek, that she had grown to trust, and love deeply. These were the people she would die to defend.

Harlan’s arm tightened around her. Damn, that man had learned to read her too well. She could no longer conceal her emotions from him. “You can tell us anything.”

“I know,” Fiona said, and Sapphi’s hand slipped into hers, offering her comfort, just as she had offered comfort to her sister when Ruby fell apart. But Fiona was not going to fall apart. She was not.

Her dragon disagreed. She’d become something of a brooding mother these last couple of weeks. If she were a hen, she would have made a nest to sit on. Do dragon’s need a nest? Her dragon asked in all seriousness.

I don’t think so, Fiona replied. But what did she really know of dragons? When they had been alone, shut off from other dragons for so long.

“Fiona,” Harlan said gently. “What is it?”

Fiona looked at his anxious face, and then at the two girls they had successfully adopted after months of being vetted and assessed. Their treasure was held in trust until Ruby and then Sapphi reached eighteen, at which time they would inherit equally. Although they had been allowed to pick some keepsakes from the hoard. A ruby, a sapphire, an emerald, and a couple of tiaras were all they wanted. Ruby and Sapphi had talked things over and wanted to grow up as normal teenagers.

Well, as normal as possible when you were a fire-breathing dragon. 

Fiona sighed nervously. Once these words left her mouth, there was no taking them back. The family dynamics would change. 

You can’t hide the truth forever, her dragon said offering her encouragement.

“I want you to know, you are like daughters to me.” Fiona made sure to include Chrysi in this statement. The two women had grown close over the last few months, with Chrysi offering endless support as Harlan and Fiona as they navigated their way through the adoption process.

Her dragon puffed smoke rings at the thought of being weighed, judged, and assessed by strangers. 

Fiona had returned the favor by being there through most of Chrysi’s labor. Strong and steadfast, Fiona had morphed into the mother Chrysi had never had, but desperately needed, as impending motherhood loomed. The emotional attachment she had to Chrysi’s baby boy, was stronger than she could believe possible. And as scary as hell.

If Fiona and her dragon could feel such strength of emotion toward children who were not her own, how would she survive parenthood without becoming a shivering wreck?

“I’m going to have a baby,” Fiona spoke quietly, the stunned silence greeting her made her wonder if anyone had heard.

“I’m going to be a dad?” Harlan asked.

“I should have told you when we were alone,” Fiona apologized.

Harlan shook his head. “No, we are a family. All of us. And this baby will be the newest addition.” 

“Fiona, I am so pleased for you,” Chrysi said, hugging her. “So very, very, pleased. And you, Dad.”

Ruby and Sapphi hung back, but Harlan held out his arms, and so did Fiona, and the girls joined them. “We love you both. And that will never change.”

“Never.” Fiona burst into tears, her emotions all over the place. She had never felt so loved. Or more human.

Yet she would always be a dragon. Fierce, loyal, and strong. Moving to Bear Creek had been the first step on a journey that had healed her soul. Now she was complete. Yet in some ways, her story, her life, was only just beginning.
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