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Chapter 1 - Rufus

The crisp, brisk wind glances over the top of my scales, carrying with it the scent I’m hunting. Eclipse… My muscles tense as I prowl, keeping low to the ground as I wind around the snow-covered trees. Then, he comes into view. A black dragon coils around the trees, also smelling the air. But I’m downwind of him; he won’t smell me. I stalk behind him, treading lightly so the snow doesn’t reveal me. Soon, I’m close enough for his tail to almost hit me. Then I strike.

The dragon snarls and claws at me as I hit his back—but it’s already too late. I sink my teeth into his neck and tear. Blood fills my mouth, and he falls limp in a moment.

“That’s for destroying Soleilus’s base,” I growl to the corpse as he falls.

We, the Candara team, weren’t there to protect our own home when it was attacked and destroyed, sending our members fleeing to Greyson Ridge. This is the next best thing. I suppose there’s a possibility it couldn’t have been Eclipse, but considering all they’ve put us through, there’s no doubt in my mind.

As I spit the blood from my mouth, a voice rips through the air behind me: “Rufus!”

It's the Alpha tone. A chill moves through my body before I turn to face him. Cyrus lands by my side, glaring at me.

“What are you doing?!” he snarls, “We’ve talked about this!”

His tone sends another chill down my spine, and a touch of adrenaline scatters through me.

“Sorry, Alpha,” I answer automatically, “But I was sure that he was moving threateningly toward Greyson Ridge.”

“That doesn’t matter! That—” Cyrus breaks off with an annoyed sigh that turns into a growl, “Never mind. I’ll burn this corpse, and we’ll get back to the Miller Mansion before you can jeopardize the plan anymore.”

He does just that, and all evidence that there was a dragon in this forest sizzles away into nothing. With that, Cyrus turns another harsh glare on me.

“Let’s go,” he grunts.

I bow my head, and Cyrus takes flight. I follow after him. As we glide through the air, Cyrus sweeps closer to me in the air and asks, shouting over the howling wind:

“Rufus, do you understand what we’re doing here?”

“Yeah, I do,” I answer.

“Then why are you attacking Eclipse members when we’re supposed to be keeping a lower profile than ever?” Cyrus snaps, “We need to be giving them the impression that Soleilus is weakened after our base was attacked. We need them to think that we’re hiding in Greyson Ridge for no other reason than to lick our wounds—we need them to think we’re not a threat right now!”

A growl slips past my teeth, and the Alpha cocks his head at me inquisitively.

“I’m sorry, it’s just killing me that those bastards are slithering around here like they own this territory!” I grumble.

“I know,” Cyrus admits, “I can barely stand it either. But we’re losing the battle to win the war. If Julie and Lena can finish that map to all the keys they’ve been making, then we’ll have access to powerful enough relics to get our strength back and then some. Then, and only then, Eclipse will get what’s coming to them.”

Another growl of frustration escapes my throat, but I know he’s right. The amount of power dragon shifters, and, by extension, our dragon clans, have depends on the number of relics made of charged metals we have in our possession, and there’s powerful magic in Greyson Ridge. Since we’ve come down, so many magical things have been happening—humans like Lena and Julie have discovered latent powers and started having visions, dragons have suddenly mate-bonded with humans, and even Naga seems to have come back… All signs of powerful magic.

He’s also right that our best move is not to tip off just what we’ve found to Eclipse. They clearly know something is here, but I think if they knew exactly how much is here, they wouldn’t be satisfied to prowl outside the borders, leaving us alone in the human portion of the town. No, they’d descend like a force of nature and take us out, the Council and risk of being spotted by humans be damned. I know Cyrus is right in his orders to hunker down, allow his and Kaius’s psychic mates to find the keys to the more powerful relics, and do everything in our power not to let Eclipse know that we’ve found something.

I know he’s right. But smelling them everywhere is driving me insane…

“Rufus,” Cyrus says, distracting me from my thoughts, “I need to know that you’re going to stick to the plan. No attacking Eclipse members unless they attack you or if they’re threatening someone in the middle of the town. If you can’t do that, then you can’t go on patrols anymore.”

“I can stick to the plans, Alpha,” I promise begrudgingly.

“Good. I need my team on the same page,” he replies, “Once we have those keys in hand, we’ll be able to put everything right.”

I nod at him, and we continue onward to the Miller Mansion—that place we thought we’d stay in temporarily before going home, but after the attack on our base, has now become the only home we know.

As we swoop down toward the mansion, the talking and laughter reaches us before I can see who’s laughing. When we get closer, I can see the clusters of different people, all spread out in the warm afternoon sunlight. Battle with the Eclipse member aside, it’s a lazy, pleasant day. When we get lower, I can distinguish the perfect split between the people, with groups among the different halves. Amelie and the other dragons from Soleilus are still much more comfortable with each other than any of the Greyson residents. On the other half, closer to the back porch of the mansion, is the book club: Julie and Lena alongside Georgia, Peyton, and… Sarah…

My eye is drawn to her immediately, taking in every curve of her smooth face as she talks and smiles with her friends. She tosses her glossy blonde ponytail as she throws her head back and laughs a pretty, surprisingly delicate giggle for her strong demeanor. As she leans forward to answer, my eyes drift down to her lips… her rose-pink lips…

I shake myself off and keep looking around. The other members of the Candara team seem to have set up ax-throwing again. Kaius and Orion throw the axes, and Milo and Evander lounge on the porch in easy conversation.

Lena is the first to spot us, and she stands to greet us. It’s only been a few months, but she’s already showing significantly. Someone would assume she was five months at least, but I suppose that’s what being pregnant with an Alpha’s baby does to a human. Cyrus shifts back into human form as Lena walks over and hands him a pair of pants. He pulls them on without a word with a wide smile on his face I rarely saw before Greyson Ridge. Cyrus reaches forward and winds his large arms around Lena, pulling her in.

I look away. It’s strange to see him like that. It’s like he transforms when he’s around her. He’s so happy. I’ve never seen anything like it from him. On the one hand, I wonder what that feels like—such overwhelming feelings for someone else that it would transform you, but on the other, it makes my skin crawl to imagine being possessed by love like that.

Again, that is.

Memories start flickering behind my eyelids, threatening to come to the surface. I force my gaze away from the happy couple and head over toward the sounds of ax-throwing. Milo spots me and smiles as I get closer, and Evander greets me with a nod.

“Hey, Rufus,” he says, “You both took your time. We finished our patrols ages ago!”

“Yeah, well,” I just grunt non-committedly.

I know if I told them that I attacked an Eclipse member, I’d be in for the exact same lecture from Evander that I just got from Cyrus. I’m not in the mood. Milo raises his eyebrows a little as he looks at me.

“You want a beer?” he asks, “I was going to get another.”

I crack a half-smile.

“Sure,” I answer.

Milo gets up from the porch and goes back inside the mansion. There’s a crack from nearby, and Kaius cheers at the same time Orion groans. I spend a second watching the ax-throwing match before Milo comes back.

“Who’s winning?” Milo asks.

“Kaius, but just about,” Evander answers.

Milo chuckles and hands me a glass bottle. It’s cold, and condensation rolls down the side—but there’s some kind of sticky residue on there, too.

“What’s on the bottle?” I ask, alarm underlying the question.

“Hm? Oh, I’m not sure.” Milo pops the cap on his own bottle, “It’s fine though, Rufus.”

He hands me the bottle opener. It’s also oddly speckled. Have they been sharing this all evening?

My skin crawls, and I walk inside.

“Be right back,” I call over my shoulder.

“Oh, for god’s sake,” Evander sighs.

Milo laughs.

Once I’ve washed everything off, I come back out. It looks like the ax-throwing match has ended, and Kaius and Orion are walking back. Evander looks over at me.

“Orion won while you were being a germaphobe,” he says, “Are you going to play the next match?”

“Sure, once I’ve finished my beer,” I answer.

Kaius and Orion reach us, and Kaius only gives me a small nod before jogging over to where Julie is sitting on the bench nearby. Since Lena left, she’s gotten involved in a book, but she drops it when Kaius comes over, and they start cuddling. I wrench my gaze from them again and realize I’m not the only one looking. Eventually, it’s Orion of all of us who speaks first:

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” he says.

The ice breaks, and I feel like I can finally say it:

“It is!” I exclaim, “I thought it was just Cyrus and his mate—I thought it was a once-off, but now Kaius has a human mate, too?”

“Yeah,” Milo says, “But there’s so much magic here in Greyson Ridge, and it’s clearly connected to dragons somehow. Maybe we shouldn’t be surprised that we keep finding our fated mates here.”

“Maybe,” Evander replies, “We don’t exactly have a home to get back to outside of Greyson Ridge anymore, so the fact that they’re humans isn’t the problem it once was. I’m starting to wonder if all of this is fated.”

Once those words hit the air, they hang like a sword over my head: all of this is fated…

I don’t want a new mate. I’ve never wanted one since…

Milo’s voice thankfully interrupts my thoughts:

“So, who’s next, do you think?” he teases, “If we’re all going to meet our mates here?”

“I think we all know it’s you,” Orion answers, looking at Evander.

“Me?!” Evander asks, “Why me?!”

“We all see how some of these women look at you,” Orion adds.

“Do we?” Evander challenges.

Milo gives a small laugh. I look at Orion, and he catches my eye. I grin.

“Yeah, you know, O’s right,” I chime in, “I’ve seen some of these ladies looking at you with some real googly eyes. It’s probably just a matter of time.”

“What?!” Evander demands, “Who?”

“If you haven’t noticed, then you’ll have to figure it out yourself,” I reply.

There’s a rattle of laughter among the group. Evander scowls for a moment, looking around at all the other ladies present in this casual meeting suspiciously as if one of them was ready to jump him right now. But then something catches his eye, and Evander chuckles.

“Wait,” Evander says, “I think the real couple of our lifetime is about to be reunited.”

“What?” Orion asks.

“Who’s that?” Milo says.

Evander gestures with the neck of his bottle, and I follow my gaze to where he’s pointing. My heart drops when I see it.

That damn trash panda!

Roscoe pads across the garden as if the smug little raccoon owns it. He sits back on his haunches halfway across our backyard and takes something out of his mouth. He starts fiddling with it in his grubby hands. I see a glint and a pulse of rage rolls over me.

“Wait,” Evander laughs, “Rufus, is that—?”

“It is!” I snarl.

I sprint to the side of the porch and vault over the side. I hit the ground and start sprinting after the hairy beast.

“Give me back my ring, you little bastard!” I howl.

Roscoe claps my ring back in between his teeth and scurries away. He doesn’t give me a chance to get close; he knows better by now. Soon, he’s gone.

I stop, my chest heaving and my heart pumping. I turn back toward the porch:

“Kaius!” I roar, “Your rabid trash monster took my favorite ring! If I don’t get it back, you’re BOTH dead!”

I can hear Kaius cracking up with laughter from here.


Chapter 2 - Sarah

Another beautiful, ordinary day in Greyson Ridge. Ah, who am I kidding? We haven’t had an ordinary day since those dragons moved in, whether the regular residents realize it or not.

I walk down the sidewalk, the early morning sunlight sparkling off the sunlight at me. My cup steams in my hand, Gunn’s Diner’s finest instant coffee with the weakest cream imaginable. On my usual patrol, I pass by Lena’s little shop, but it’s closed and locked, which makes me a little sad. After she got pregnant, she tried to run the shop as usual, but I think with a combination of thick incense smells making her nauseous and the physical pains of her pregnancy, it just became too tough for her. And Cyrus… well, I can begrudgingly admit that he probably has better things to do than run it for her.

As I walk past it, my mind starts whirring about everything that’s happened lately. So much surreal stuff has hit our town that I’m sure I haven’t wrapped my head around everything, even though I’ve been trying. The fact that dragon shifters exist alone is mind-blowing, but they aren’t the only ones. Apparently, Creepy Tom turned out to be something even worse? A snake man?

It makes me feel a little nauseous thinking about it; Greyson Ridge has always been my home, my town, and I was its only sheriff. Before all this dragon nonsense, all I had to protect Greyson Ridge from was itself—kids being nuisances and Merl… well, Merl, just being Merl. Now, though… now, I don’t know what to do. If this dragon and magic bullshit gets out of control, how am I supposed to protect Greyson Ridge?

I turn a corner and almost walk straight into an elderly woman.

“Oh! Crap! Sorry, Mrs. Susan,” I startle.

“Sheriff!” she exclaims to me, “I was just looking for you!”

I huff a sigh and put the dragon thoughts to the back of my mind. Work mode now.

“What can I do for you? Has Roscoe stolen something again?”

“No, I was just wondering about Ms—sorry, Mrs. Lena’s shop over there,” she says, looking at Lena’s closed establishment.

“Oh. Do you need something? Lena’s pregnancy has been really hard on her—morning sickness, you see—so she’s shut the shop for a bit,” I reply, “But she can have what you need delivered to you.”

“I know,” Mrs. Susan answered, “The tea for Maurice’s arthritis arrived last Tuesday.”

She shuffles closer to me, a sparkle in her eye.

“I was just wondering about Mrs. Lena.”

Ah. She wants gossip. Of course.

“She can’t only be a few months pregnant!” she whispers to me excitedly, “That belly is too big! But her handsome husband only arrived a few months ago! It doesn’t make sense! Is he the father? Do you know?”

I just give her a taut smile.

“I’m not sure,” I reply curtly, “You’ll have to ask Lena yourself if you’re so desperate to know. But I think her belly looks that way because of her body shape.”

The steeliness in my tone makes her recoil a little; I’m sure a gossip like her is fluent enough in double-speak to know I’m not entertaining this.

“Okay, I will,” Mrs. Susan replies, “I’m just glad that some of you wild girls are finally settling down. I suppose it shouldn’t surprise us that it took a mansion full of handsome young men to make it happen!”

I can feel how tight the smile on my face is. I know what’s coming next.

“When do you think you’re going to talk to one of those handsome young men, Sheriff?”

There it is.

“Oh, I’m far too busy for any of that, Mrs. Susan. Greyson Ridge only has one Sheriff. Who’s going to deal with Merl if I ever let myself get distracted?”

Mrs. Susan starts laughing, and I keep laughing as well.

“Well, on that note, I ought to get going on my patrol,” I say briskly, “Have a good day, Mrs. Susan.”

I start walking away. Now, my mind’s buzzing, but not with the dragon business anymore; she’s touched another raw nerve, and another dam has burst in my mind. It used to just be us single girls here. Me, Lena, Julie, Peyton, and Bernadette. I felt comfortable in our group—we were single, and we liked it. We were fine being girls unattached to men. Not belonging to a man…

Then Lena got back together with her ex, which was fine. Frankly, I was happy for her, and it was pretty obvious it was going to happen the second he was back in her line of sight. I could see it in how she changed as soon as she laid eyes on him again. But suddenly, Julie did a 180 and ended up in the arms of one of the other dragons. That I didn’t expect. When I asked Julie about it later, she just explained how it was like the kind of romantic love she’d only known in her “romantasy” books had swept over her in a powerful wave, taking over everything in her. It felt like Lena didn’t change that much, but Julie? She transformed from a shy bookworm whose only interaction with romance came from her novels into a girl who languishes in the arms of a man, just like how our little group playfully said we never would.

I don’t know how I feel about it. I mean, I’m happy for them, but there’s a part of me that… isn’t. It's selfish, but I miss our little group of single girls. It felt like I had at least a small bunch of people in this town who understood how I felt, and despite what the bridge ladies said, we didn’t need to be in a relationship to be complete. But now I’m losing my single ladies group…

If I’m honest with myself, there’s a tiny part of me that’s a little jealous of how happy they seem, but… it’s been made clear to me by the bridge ladies that once a woman gets together with a man, that’s all she is—his woman. I’ve worked too damn hard to earn respect in my job just to be known as someone’s wife or someone’s mom. I’m scared that if I got together with anyone, I’d just be shoved into the box the bridge ladies have been trying to push me into for years—the nice little housewife of whoever.

I’ve always wanted to be independent, ever since I was very young. I can’t lose that. I can’t.

Something flashes in front of my vision, and I look to see a teenager on their bike, barreling down the sidewalk.

“Hey!” I bark, “No bikes on the sidewalk! You’re going to hit somebody!”

The teen screeches to a halt, alarm widening his eyes.

“Er, sorry, Sheriff!” he yelps.

He loops his leg off the vehicle and starts sheepishly walking away. Reassurance warms my chest for a moment. I mean, he’ll probably be hopping back on that bike as soon as he’s out of my line of sight, but the respect in his voice soothes some of the raw nerves.

Maybe I don’t need to worry so much about it. No matter what happens, I’m the only female sheriff Greyson Ridge has ever had—the only sheriff it has right now.

I’m about done with my morning foot patrol, so I walk to the edge of town, where I left my cruiser. There’s someone by it. It looks like they’re peering in the windows.

Who is that? Merl? Sometimes, he comes sniffing around for a lift when he’s wasted.

But it’s a little early, even for Merl. Plus, after his accident, I think he’s been drinking a bit less anyway. I start moving toward the car, and the figure becomes clearer to me. What becomes clear is that I don’t know who this person is.

It's not the most unusual; Greyson Ridge has decent tourist traffic this time of year. I’m not sure why a tourist would be peering into my car like they’re planning to steal it, though. They sometimes ask for directions, but I don’t know if that would warrant them hanging around my cruiser when I’m obviously not there.

As he cups his hands around his eyes, looking in my car, I stride closer.

“Hey there,” I say loudly, “Can I help you?”

The stranger spins around on his heel and smiles lightly at me. I stutter in my walking when he does. Suddenly, a voice screeches in my head: Run. Run! Get out of there!

He just smiles at me for a moment. His eyes run down me—for a second, I get a horrible crawling sensation, but I realize he’s looking at my badge, not my chest.

“You’re the Sheriff, then?” he asks me.

“I am,” I reply, “Is there a problem here?”

His grin is even wider. The teeth are very, very white.

“None at all,” he replies.

I blink, and suddenly, he’s so close that I can’t properly see him anymore.

How’d he get here so fast?! Shit, he must be a dragon!

My hand snaps down to the handgun on my waist. A large, clawed hand grabs my wrist. Before I can draw my weapon, a sharp prick rattles down my arm. I cry out, and my leg snaps out. My foot hits his leg, and he grunts. The hand releases me, and I turn and start running. Behind me, his sharp laughter cracks through the air.

I need to get the word out! I can’t call on the radio about this—I need to… contact Cyrus’s team about this! I… need… to…

My thoughts start slowing to a crawl, and my vision wavers. My legs get heavier and heavier until it feels like I’m dragging lumps of lead.

Oh, god… That… prick… He must have… injected me… with something! Shit…

My legs can barely move. I’m stopping, even as my sluggish mind screams at me to run. I need to do something else.

I turn around as my body refuses to run anymore. The dragon hasn’t moved—he’s just waiting for me to drop. I draw the gun from my waistband and aim it at him. My vision is completely swimming, like the world I’m seeing is the reflection of a rippling lake. It’s blackening at the edges as well. I’m going to pass out soon—I just know it.

Oh, god. Am I… going to die?

I can’t see, but I fire the gun once in his vague direction. I doubt it hit. My hands start going numb, but not before I feel the gun drop. My limbs tingle. My knees buckle. Blackness creeps toward the center of my vision. The world jerks; I’ve fallen to my knees. The dragon starts nonchalantly walking toward me. The world tips sideways, and my head cracks against the floor as I collapse. Then, everything goes black.


Chapter 3 - Rufus

Patrolling the center of the town is infuriating right now. I can smell those Eclipse bastards crawling around the forest just outside of town, and yet I’m only allowed to patrol inside the town. I know this patrolling is basically just a façade to not tip Eclipse off to the fact that we’re planning something, but it’s still driving me insane to just keep wandering aimlessly throughout town. I feel like I can smell them surrounding us. They’re gathering around us, and I wonder what they’re going to do once they have. Cyrus’s logic is sound; they can surround us all they like, but when we find all these powerful relics, that won’t be a problem, and the fact we have Julie, who can accurately pin-point objects with her visions, guarantees that we will find the keys, sooner or later. But still… the dragon under my skin is writhing, aching to leap toward the smell of Eclipse and rip them to shreds for what they’ve done...

But perhaps that’s why I’ve been given the most boring route to patrol; Cyrus doesn’t fully trust me right now…

I have to distract myself. When I look around, there’s not much here, but there are at least some interesting smells. It smells like Merl’s been through here, and he doesn’t smell that drunk. Good for him. I can smell some kids, that little trash panda (what’s that mangy thing doing now?)—and Sarah.

Her sweet scent is imprinted on my brain. I’d recognize it anywhere.

But only because she’s around so often! That’s the only reason it’s as recognizable as other humans.

It's like… a plant but not necessarily floral. Herby, perhaps. Like sage—fresh and cleansing. It’s hard to describe how wonderful that scent is… It’s borderline overwhelming, but I welcome it. It does a fine job distracting me from Eclipse’s scent.

I home in on it; what have you been up to, Sheriff?

I follow her trail throughout the sleepy little town. She seems to have wandered up and down every street and back alley, with one street by Gunn’s Diner where her scent seems to have pooled alongside someone else’s; she must have had a conversation. Giving directions, perhaps? Maybe there was a kid doing something naughty that she had to admonish?

I smile to myself. I wish I could have been here earlier to see that. I can imagine her padding up and down these streets, patrolling her territory like we do. The life of a small-town cop, I suppose. At some point, I’ll catch up with her on my own patrol, and I’ll be able to watch her in action.

I keep wandering, following her trail, where she crossed paths with others. It’s like I can piece together her day from where her trail has gone, and I occupy my mind with that as I go through my punishment patrol.

Then there’s a crash nearby. What was that?

Immediately, I’m hyped. My skin shimmers in the adrenaline-fueled desire to shift. That was either a car crash or a gunshot. Either way, that’s not good. I sprint toward the sound of the chaos. My legs feel like they are spring-loaded. I keep running but freeze for a moment when I see it. Sarah’s collapsed on the floor. A navy dragon towers over her. Their taloned hand closes over her, and they spread their wings to take flight.

My body launches back into motion, crossing the distance in record time. At the same time, my voice wrenches from my throat in a bellowing roar:

“PUT HER DOWN!”

The dragon spots me and beats their powerful wings. They soar away toward the forest outside Greyson Ridge.

No, you don’t!

In one smooth motion, I grab the hem of my shirt and pull it up over my head. Once I’m in the forest outside Greyson Ridge, unlikely to be seen, I strip off the rest of my clothing before exploding into dragon form. I take to the skies, crashing through the canopy of the forest. Once I hit the atmosphere, I catch sight of the navy dragon. It lollops through the air, heaving up and then falling down between each wing beat. Sarah lies limp over his arm. I rip through the air, crashing through the space between us. I swoop down below the dragon flying and then turn upwards to hit him from below. As his open belly approaches me at speed, I prepare my head. My head cracks into his stomach. My neck shudders at the impact. I hear the dragon above me cry out. Before he can recover, my hand snaps forward toward his closed arm. I grab his closed talon hand and try to unfurl his fingers from Sarah forcefully. He roars and swipes a taloned hand at me. I lean back—the claws hack at the air in front of my face. Then, I snap my head forward, crashing into his nose. The other dragon groans, and Sarah slips from his arms.

Sarah tumbles out into the empty sky. I launch a kick into the face of the other dragon, and he snarls in pain again. As he plummets down, I home in on the tiny figure of Sarah falling through the air.

I fold my wings back and let myself drop. My body furls into a missile shape, the wind rushing over my scales and stinging my eyes as I fall. Sarah’s still unconscious, but she’s spread out in the air, starfishing as she falls. But that catches some wind resistance, slowing her down enough for me to catch up to her. I duck under her and spread my wings until she lands on my back. She gives the lightest moan when she lands on me.

Thank god. She’s alright. I’d better go before she fully wakes up; if she starts wriggling and protesting like I know she will, then she’ll complicate things.

I turn toward the town and start descending.

***

I can see the hole I tore through the branches when I rose up, and I do everything in my power to maneuver through the hole and not catch the branches with my wings—or, more importantly, catch Sarah on my back—as I descend. As we reach the floor, I can hear her starting to burble on my back. When my feet touch the floor, I shift back to human, holding her like a piggy-back ride. Her entire front is spread over the flat of my back, her full surface area warming me. Her sage-like smell fills my nostrils. Wow. She smells incredible.

Her small fist beats on the back of my shoulder, drawing my attention.

“Let me go…” Sarah slurs, “I’m… not going anywhere with you…”

“Hey,” I say, as soothingly as I can, “it’s me.”

“I… It’s you… Ginger,” she drawls.

I break out laughing.

“Well, there are worse things you could know me as, I guess,” I reply, “What happened, Sarah?”

I crouch and put her down. Sarah sits on the floor, her head lolling. I put my hand under her face and hold her head steady. Her blonde hair tickles my hand. Her green eyes blink slowly at me, glazed over. Another pulse of anger ripples through me; he must have done something to her.

She looks so small right now. She’s curvaceous, and a little muscle lingers on her, but now she’s here, drugged, she looks so vulnerable. The dragon under my skin bares his teeth, snarling a little: How dare he do something like this?

But then I blink at myself; am I feeling protective over her? Her? Why?

I try to shake those thoughts and concentrate.

“Sarah, what happened?”

She squeezes her eyes shut and snaps them open again.

“Uh… um…” she stutters, “The… Sheriff… He was looking for… the Sheriff… He pricked me.”

My stomach clenches.

“What do you mean?” I snap, “He did what?!”

“A needle… in my arm,” she says.

Oh, she… she meant…

Again, I’m surprised by how hard my stomach squeezed in horror when I heard that—and how sweet the relief is when I realize what she means.

Why do I care? Last time we talked, we were arguing about… Roscoe. Again. Now, suddenly, the idea that someone drugged her and tried to kidnap her has so much rage boiling throughout my body that I can barely contain it. I want to go back up there and find him. Rip his skin to ribbons and pull him limb from limb.

Well, it’s because it’s in my nature to protect. That’s all.

But I can’t move hastily right now. Sarah’s still sitting against the tree I laid her down again, and her head droops when I don’t hold it. She’s so warm and small…

Her skin, especially that on her face, is so soft, too… I’ve never touched it before. Her delicately pink lips open, and I realize I’m staring at them as she murmurs:

“Make sure he… doesn’t get anyone else…” She says, “Please… Ginger…”

I pause for a moment as I digest that. Even now, she’s more concerned about other people than herself… This time, when my stomach clenches, my heart breaks a little for her.

I need to protect her. She’s not going to protect herself.

Once the thought hits me, I can’t shake it. Looking at her, down by the foot of the tree, too weak to even hold her head up, yet asking about the safety of other people, I know I have to do something.

I lean down and loop her arm over my neck. Then, I scoop her up into my arms.

“Come on,” I murmur, “I’ll get you somewhere safe.”

“There’s… nowhere… safe…” She slurs.

Hm. Perhaps she’s right. If they’re willing to attack her right in the middle of town, then where exactly is safe for her? I think hard about it. What can I do?

Then, an idea hits me. It’s not an ideal solution, but…

I look down at her. Her head rests softly on my chest. Her glazed green eyes blink slowly at me. As she sleepily blinks, her hand reaches up and touches my bare skin. A shiver rattles down my spine, pooling in the pit of my stomach.

“You’re… warm…” She murmurs.

“Y—yeah.” Suddenly, I’m breathless, “So are you.”

Sarah looks around.

“Are you… naked?” she asks me.

I struggle to answer for a moment—but then she breaks out into drunken giggles. She leans her head into my chest, still tittering away.

“I had a dream… like this once!” she laughs.

I chuckle back to her.

“Oh, did you, now?” I laugh.

I wonder what they drugged her with. Is she going to remember she said that to me? I laugh again; probably not!

Sheriff… you have a different side to you, don’t you?

I wonder if I’ll ever get to see that other side when she’s not impaired like this…

I sigh; probably not.

She is going to be furious when she finds out how I’m going to protect her. But through this small encounter, I think I understand something she’ll never say: she’ll never protect herself first when there’s someone else to protect, and there will always be someone else to protect.

Someone has to protect her. I know it with a warming pulse of determination through me.

Her head rests on my shoulder, her warm breath fanning out over my collarbone.

“I’m so tired…” She murmurs, “But I have to… find him again…Make sure… he doesn’t…”

“I know,” I reply, “It’s okay. He’s not going to hurt anyone else. I promise you.”

“You… promise?” she says.

“Yeah. You can trust me,” I tell her, “He’s not going to hurt anyone else. I promise.”

Sarah closes her eyes.

“Thanks… Ginger,” she says.

I chuckle lightly, but she’s resting. She’s probably going to have to sleep that injection off, but I don’t think I’m going to have to take her straight to Milo for this.

That’s good—because, alongside her, I get the feeling the Candara team is going to have to be told after the fact, too.

Cyrus may have given me the idea, but that doesn’t mean he’s going to be happy to hear it.


Chapter 4 - Sarah

“You married us?!” I shriek.

The ginger prick averts his gaze from me.

“I promised,” he says gruffly, “I’d keep you safe. This was the best way to do it.”

For a moment, I can’t find my voice. I choke for a second before I can put my rage into words: “How is that supposed to protect me?!”

“It’s complicated,” Rufus replies, “But it’s part of dragon shifter culture and magic. It will keep you safer than being alone.”

He’s got his head hung shamefully low, but he’s meeting my eye the whole time as he admits it. I at least believe him. I rub my hand over my face, still feeling the prickling heat of fury passing through me.

Frowning, I turn away. I pace up and down my living room, feeling Rufus’s eyes follow me as I move. I can recall the smallest flashes of memory—standing at the altar, one of the other dragons asking me questions. I remember that I was giggly. I was excited. And when he asked me if I took Rufus to be my husband, I said, “I do.”

Why was I so excited? I was definitely under the influence of something, but I remember the excitement. While I was under the influence, I was giddy at the idea of getting married. I was overwhelmed with the romantic idea of getting married in a way I’ve never been when I was sober.

They say a drunk mind speaks a sober heart, and I’m just wondering… am I excited about marriage? I… I think about it, and I like the idea… I think. I’ve just never explored it because… well, once I become someone’s wife, everything I’ve ever achieved in my life becomes moot. I stop being Greyson Ridge’s first female Sheriff, and I start being someone’s wife. Rufus’s wife.

When I turn back to him, he’s still watching me carefully.

“How could you do this to me?” I ask, my voice low. I have to keep it low, or it might start shaking.

Shaking in rage or from sadness, I don’t know.

“It’s just for now,” Rufus says, “Cyrus can explain the mechanics behind it later. It’ll make more sense if he explains it. It always does.”

“Oh, right!” I snap, “It always does?!” Do you people marry unconscious women against their will a lot, then?!”

“No!” Rufus claps back, “It’s not normal that humans get involved in dragon business like this!”

He closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and starts again.

“Look, you know how sometimes you have to arrest Merl and stick him in the drunk tank for his own good?” he asks.

I scoff. I come forward and jab a finger into his chest.

“I’m not Merl! I don’t need to be stuck in the marriage equivalent of the drunk tank!” I snap.

As I stab my finger into his chest, I can’t help but notice that he’s barely clothed. He seems to have just scavenged clothing from somewhere—I assume the dragons have piles of clothing hidden away—but the clothes he’s found are smaller. They barely fit him. The buttons of this shirt stretch, barely containing his pecs. Only my fingertip rests on him, but it’s slipped into the buttonhole, directly on his skin. As I touch him, it feels like a static shock passes up my body. So much heat passes between him and me from just the tip of my finger…

I never noticed… how big he was… and well-shaped…

What? No, concentrate!

The chest rumbles under my finger as he speaks again:

“Well, apparently, you do! Not everyone just gets kidnapped like that!”

“You’re blaming me for that?” I ask, “You’re blaming me for my own kidnapping?”

“No!” Rufus sneers, “Obviously, that was some Eclipse bastard who shouldn’t have dared lay a finger on you—but you’re not going to save yourself, and you know you’re not! You can’t stand there and argue when someone’s trying to save your life!”

I suck in a breath—but lose the words before I can argue back.

He was trying to save my life… In the overwhelming realization of waking up married, that part got a little lost in translation; that’s right. I could have died. Whatever the kidnapper wanted me for, it can’t have been good. I stop to think about it for a moment; the memories of the drug-addled terror come back—feeling numb and helpless as I’m taken away, unable to do anything to stop my fate as I’m dragged into the sky, falling in and out of consciousness.

If it hadn’t been for Rufus, I could have been killed.

As I fall to silence, he gives a triumphant chuckle, and another coil of irritation pulses through me.

“Well, thanks,” I snap sarcastically, “But the Eclipse dragon snuck up on me, and I won’t be letting that happen again—”

“Right,” Rufus cuts across me, “And neither will I. The marriage is part of that.”

“God, you’re so annoying!” I growl under my breath, “Why did you have to be the one to step in?”

I barely think about the words before they slip out. Rufus gives a harsh laugh.

“What, you’d rather be married to someone else?” he sneers.

“You know what, I would,” I snipe back, “I’d rather be married to anyone else.”

He barks a few more laughs.

“Anyone else? Should I tell Merl that?” he cackles.

A bitter laugh escapes me, too.

“Maybe you should!” I clap back, “Maybe he’d respect my autonomy more! At least, as far as I know, Merl has never married someone without asking them!”

“We did ask!” Rufus points out, “And you did say yes!”

“I was under the influence of… something!” I protest.

Rufus grins widely. He steps closer to me, and I get hit with his scent. It’s a deep, rich, spicy musk. I can’t put my finger on what exactly it is—it’s a little cedarwood, a little allspice, a little this, a little that. Smoky and spicy. Very dragon.

My stomach gives a little flip. A tingle of arousal shudders through me; suddenly, I want to lean my head right into his shoulder and breathe it in as deeply as my lungs will allow. Feel that warm skin on mine…

What is happening to me?

My skin prickles, and suddenly, I’m staring into his jade-green eyes, his ginger hair flowing around his handsome face. I don’t know if he’s stepped closer or if I’ve just realized how close he already was.

“Well,” he purrs, “I know you were, but I think some of those things you were saying might have been true anyway.”

My heart starts pounding even harder in my chest.

Oh, god… what secrets did I blurt out while I was under the influence?!

“Like what?!” I demand.

“You were excited to be married for one thing,” he says, “You kept saying you’d never been in a relationship like that and giggling away. You said you were excited.”

He smirks at me.

“You were acting adorable, and I think what you said then might have been true,” he teases, “Even if you won’t admit it now.”

Heat crawls up into my face, but I try to draw in a deep breath to keep my red face under control. I don’t think it works; his green eyes flicker down to my face, and he laughs.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” Rufus asks.

“No!” I bark back, “I—I’m sure I was just talking nonsense! I wouldn’t have even been excited for anything if I hadn’t been drugged up!”

Rufus gives me a knowing smile.

“Right.” He draws out the syllable, “And what about you never having been in a relationship like this before?”

Another wave of heat moves up into my face. Rufus starts laughing harder.

“That’s none of your goddamn business!” I answer back.

“I thought so!” He laughs knowingly, “You’ve got a different side to you, Sheriff!”

Another curl of rage in me blossoms. I jab a finger into his chest.

“Yeah?” I demand, “And what about you? What kind of state is your love life in that you’d be willing to participate in this bullshit?”

Suddenly, he stops laughing. The smile drops from his face, and he just stares for a moment as I catch him on the back foot. A smile cracks my expression.

“That’s what I thought,” I answer back, “You’re obviously not doing too hot in that department if you’d do this!”

“Hey, I married you to protect you!” he protests.

“Yeah, and I married you because I was drugged up!” I answer back, “Out of the two of us, I think your case is the sadder one here! Either you wanted to marry me, and you’re lying about all of this, or this really is a fake marriage to protect me, and you were just single enough to make it work—either way, I think your case is sadder.”

Rufus pauses for another moment. I start laughing when I see how stuck he is for words. After a moment, he starts chuckling a little bit.

“Touché, I guess,” he mutters.

I grin in the admitted defeat. I’m surprised by how hard my heart is beating after the small discussion. I almost wish he had something to say so that we can keep it going—as erratic and nonsensical as that seems—there’s something exciting about all this.

More exciting than it used to be…

“So,” Rufus says, “what do you want to do about this? The marriage is to protect you, but if you really want to get out of it...”

He speaks in a low, serious tone. It prompts me to think seriously about it.

The truth is, all the police training in the world hasn’t prepared me for dealing with dragons. I don’t know if the marriage really is to protect me—because I don’t understand how these things work with dragons, with their magic, or even with their culture. Perhaps it really will magically protect me from getting kidnapped. As much as I hate to admit it, I don’t think I could have handled it myself, and that was… that was terrifying. I can’t have that happen again.

“Fine,” I grunt, “I’ll play along with this fake marriage. For now.”

I glare at him as he grins triumphantly.

“But don’t think this a permanent thing,” I say clearly, “This is just a protection measure. I’m trusting you with this.”

“Of course,” Rufus responds, but he still has that annoying smirk on his face.

I give a little growl of irritation. Rufus starts walking toward my door.

“I’m going to go give everyone else a heads up on what’s going on,” he says, “But I’ll be back to make sure you’re safe. I don’t think we should leave for the rest of the night after that, just in case.”

“Wait, are you planning to stay the night now?” I ask, flabbergasted, “Do you think you live here now or what?!”

Rufus looks over his shoulder at me.

“There’s no point in saving you from being kidnapped and marrying you for safety if I’m just going to abandon you,” he says, “What if the dragon is still out there and comes back? You’ll need my help.”

I feel myself pout in frustration: damn, he’s probably right!

He slides his shirt off, and I’m staring at his deeply muscled back for a second before he leans down and pulls off his trousers. My eye is drawn down to his perfectly smooth and round ass.

How does… a man have an ass like that?

Wait, what’s happening to me? Since when do I gawk at people like that?

My face floods with heat, and I look away.

“Besides,” Rufus teases, “if we’re married, we ought to live together, don’t you think?”

Another pulse of irritation courses through me, and I spin toward him. He’s shifted. He beats his wings once to take to the skies.

I run after him out the back door.

“Asshole!” I shout after him, and I swear I can hear him laughing.


Chapter 5 - Rufus

As I soar toward the others, my mind races. There’s so much I could be thinking about, but I keep thinking of Sarah as I fly. I keep thinking about when she snapped at me back in her house. Her green eyes were sharp and flinty, that police uniform clutching to her voluptuous form, her pretty rose lips pulled in a cute little sneer as she argued back. I love her voice when it’s strong like that. I haven’t felt shivers like it when anyone else has ever spoken to me.

And you’re married now.

For a moment, I let myself wallow in the joy the thought pools in me, but then I snap back to reality for a moment.

Stop. You’re married just to protect her. Just to protect her. No other reason.

I don’t know who I’m going to convince, but with Lena’s house appearing on the horizon, I’m going to have to be convincing and fast.

When I swoop over and land, I grab some spare clothes from a random hiding space and dress myself before heading inside. As soon as I walk in the back door of Lena’s house, beaming eyes make me recoil.

“Cyrus—” I start, but his stern voice cuts me off.

“Just explain where you’ve been all day,” he says, “Where were you?”

The Alpha stands and walks toward me again. He inhales slowly, then growls lightly.

“You smell like Eclipse,” Cyrus snarls quietly, “I thought I told you not to attack any more Eclipse members!”

“I know—but I can explain this time!” I insist.

People start to gather around us as they hear the conversation rumbling through the house in Cyrus’s carrying voice. Lena joins us first, wrapping a nightgown over her pregnant belly. There’s more movement. Milo, Kaius, and Evander join us from nowhere.

Great. I’m sure everyone will hustle to be here for this.

“Explain then,” Cyrus grunts.

I suck in a deep breath and answer.

“An Eclipse member attacked Sarah. He injected her with some kind of drug and tried to kidnap her,” I announce firmly, “I had to attack the Eclipse member to get her back and keep her safe.”

“What?!” Lena shrieks.

If anybody wasn’t here before, they’ve rushed down now—now, everyone is staring at me with intense eyes. Orion and Evander look grim. Kaius looks shocked, almost offended, and Milo looks worriedly around. Lena stares at me in pure horror. I scan the entire crowd before finally looking back at Cyrus, frowning hard at me.

“Kidnapped?” he asks, “That’s not Eclipse’s usual move. Why would they turn to kidnapping humans?”

“Forget that!” Lena screeches, cutting across Cyrus, “They injected her with drugs?! They tried to kidnap her?! Is she okay?!”

“She’s amazing, Lena, don’t worry,” I reply quickly.

Too quickly. I see Kaius react first to that, shooting a smirk at Milo. Evander isn’t part of that interaction, but he raises his eyebrows when he hears me say that.

“I mean, she’s fine—she’s not hurt,” I add on.

Cyrus glances over at my slip-up and looks at Evander, wordlessly bringing him to the front of this conversation. Evander joins him at his side, and Cyrus looks back at me.

“How did this kidnapping happen?” he asks.

“I didn’t see it in full, but from what I could pick up, she had parked her police cruiser by the edge of the forest, outside of town,” I explain, “I’m guessing she parked there to do a foot patrol around all of town and then circle back. As I was on my foot patrol, I heard a gunshot and found her in the hands of a fully shifted Eclipse member. When he saw me, he took off flying.”

“Wait,” Evander says, frowning harder, “this was in the middle of Greyson Ridge? Not in the forest or anything?”

“No,” I answer, “It was on the very edge of town, but in town nonetheless.”

Evander shoots an alarmed expression at Cyrus, then back to me.

“Why?” Evander asks quietly, “Why would they attack a human in the middle of town? Surely they know how much trouble they could get into with the Council if they were spotted and revealed shifter existence to the humans?”

“I agree… This is very weird…” Cyrus murmurs, “They may have more power in the Council than they’ve ever had before, but they’re not above the most fundamental law we have.”

The Alpha looks down as he thinks aloud, then looks back to me.

“Carry on,” he orders, “What happened next?”

“After he spotted me, he took flight, trying to get out of Greyson Ridge as quickly as he could, taking Sarah with him,” I answer, “I had to take to the skies myself to fight for her.”

“Did you kill him?” Cyrus asks.

“Sorry, no. He got away when he dropped Sarah, and I had to go down for her,” I say, “I got back down, and I found she was drugged, but she was okay. She was dozy but otherwise unhurt.”

Cyrus nods.

“Well… it sounds like that was the best anyone could have done,” he says.

“Er, there’s one more thing,” I add, a little anxiety leaking into my tone.

Cyrus didn’t miss that; he cocks his head lightly and narrows his eyes.

“Go on…” He says slowly.

“I—I thought that they might have been going for Sarah in particular because she is human,” I reply, “so I thought she’d be safer if I could imbue her with some dragon aura to protect her.”

“Meaning?” Cyrus asks.

“I married her.”

There’s a rattling gasp from onlookers. Many in the crowd look at one another. Everyone looks vaguely confused except for Kaius, who looks like Christmas has come early.

But I only worry about Cyrus’s expression. It’s completely stoic, and I have no idea what he thinks about that.

“You made this decision before informing any of us…” Cyrus states in a monotone—again, not giving his thoughts away.

“I know I should have brought everyone else into this decision,” I say, “But it didn’t feel like there was any time.”

Is that really the reason? A voice in my head murmurs, Or is it because you knew the Alpha would say no?

I cram down the voice as Evander snaps:

“Why would you do something like that before coming to meet with us?! That’s so reckless!”

I hang my head.

“I know,” I reply.

But Cyrus doesn’t speak for a moment more. He simply looks over at Lena—his own wife—and then sighs.

“You should have consulted the rest of us before bringing another human into this with marriage,” Cyrus says, “But I can’t criticize you about being reckless without being a hypocrite.”

He looks to Evander.

“The more important thing is that Eclipse seems to have changed their plans,” he states grimly, “We need to know why and how. This is a very bold move on their part—it doesn’t seem like they’re even trying to hide anymore. If this isn’t a rogue dragon, that is. Either way, we also need to figure out why they want Sarah. Why would they kidnap her rather than—”

I know what he’s about to say, but he looks down at Lena and stops himself before he says it; she doesn’t need any more stress with her pregnancy.

Evander nods his head.

“Yeah. I agree. We need to figure out what we’re going to do next,” Evander says to Cyrus.

“Um,” I interject, making them both look at me, “I just came back to let everyone know what was going on. I told Sarah I’d be back to keep her safe overnight—I figured that the dragon who attacked her might come back since I failed to kill him.”

Cyrus nods.

“I can see that. Fine, you go guard Sarah and keep us updated throughout the night,” Cyrus orders, “Evander and I will discuss this, and we’ll come up with our own plan.”

I nod, and they leave. As soon as Cyrus and Evander have left, Lena comes over to me.

“Are you sure she’s okay?” she asks me worriedly, “Sarah has a bad habit of pretending she’s okay when she’s not.”

I chuckle lightly.

“Trust me, I know,” I laugh, “She’s proud, our Sheriff. But the one good thing about the fact that they drugged her is that I don’t think she remembers much about it.”

I put a hand on Lena’s shoulder and speak more seriously.

“But I promise, I’ll make sure she’s all right.”

Lena surveys my eyes for a moment and then smiles gently.

“Yeah,” she replies, “I bet you will.”

I don’t know what she saw when she looked at me like that, but she sounds reassured. She turns to join Cyrus. Then, she pauses and calls over her shoulder: “Oh, congrats on your sudden marriage, by the way!”

I laugh gently, and then Kaius appears by my side.

“Yes, your marriage!” he cackles, “You’re married now?! You just went and got married without any of us?! Even Cyrus had us there when he married Lena!”

“I told you,” I grumble, “there was no time.”

Kaius starts cackling, throwing his head back as he laughs.

“Oh, I’m sure!” he replies sarcastically, “I’m sure there’s nothing else going on as to why you wouldn’t tell any of us about this!”

“What does that mean?” I snap.

“Oh, come on!” Kaius cackles, “We recognize that look by now!”

“Turns out you were the next one to mate-bond,” Milo says, appearing next to me, “And here I was thinking it’d be Orion since he was deflecting earlier.”

“Yeah! That means I won the bet!” Kaius cheers, “Evander owes me $100!”

“You bet on me being the next one to mate-bond?” I demand.

“It had to be someone,” Kaius says, shrugging, “And I was getting less sure about Evander and his mysterious admirer, so the second best bet to make some money was you!”

You bastard—!

Cyrus and Evander walk back, and we all stand to attention when they come over. Cyrus looks over at Orion, who’s distracted by a notebook he has.

“Come over, Orion. We have an announcement.”

He nods and joins the rest of us. Lena stands near us.

“We have decided,” Cyrus declares, “that we should report this activity to the Council. This is against the fundamental rules of dragon shifters, and therefore, we could find the Council as our allies against Eclipse if they agree with the audacity of attacking humans in broad daylight.”

Everyone nods solemnly.

“Evander and I will go alone to the council,” Cyrus continues, “That means the remainder of you need to protect Lena, Julie, and the map they’re making together as top priority over patrols and other tasks.”

“What about Sarah?” I ask.

The words slip past me before I can stop them. Kaius smirks and nudges Milo, who gives him a knowing smile. Cyrus nods slowly.

“Yes, Sarah will be added to our list of top priority targets to protect—at least until we can figure out why they might be targeting her,” he replies to me, “Do what you can to keep Sarah close to Lena and Julie, just so you aren’t too divided.”

“I can try and help with that,” Lena adds.

“Thanks, Lena,” Cyrus says, looking over to her with a soft smile before his face drops back into stoicism as he addresses the rest of us: “Is that understood? The girls and map must be protected at all costs. Understand?”

“Understood,” the Candara team chants back.

He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I’m actually looking forward to getting back to Sarah and protecting her. I want to protect her.

Oh no… they’re right, aren’t they? I’ve mate-bonded, haven’t I?

Goddamn it!


Chapter 6 - Sarah

Deep green jade eyes beam into me from under hooded eyelids, burning with a hungry form of desire. His strong jaw clenches for a moment, a throaty moan escaping Rufus’s chest. I’m shivering in anticipation. Heat crawls up and down me. My heart hammers. My breath heaves lightly. I very slowly close the handcuffs over his wrist with a very appetizing click, click, click. His hands are tied, and those scalding eyes look up at me in excitement. I put a hand on that perfect chest and push him down until he’s lying on his back across the backseat of the police cruiser. I lean forward and take his handcuffed hands, putting his palms on my bare tits. His hands move obediently, and his thumbs slowly brush lightly over my nipples as I rest them there. Sharp pleasure sparks down me—a stuttering moan leaps from my lips as he strokes my nipples, the arousal crashing down and pooling between my legs. I lean my head back to moan for a moment. I move atop him, and I can feel his cock growing harder and harder under my thick thighs. As it jabs into my inner thigh, I shiver.

I want it. I want that thick cock rubbing the most sensitive part inside me.

I lean down, my eager hands reaching the inside of his waistband, slowly unbuckling his jeans to try and release him. Rufus moans again—this time, my name.

“Sarah… Oh, Sarah…”

“Sarah!”

I start—that’s not Rufus!

I glance up. I’m disoriented.

I’m back in the police station. I’m at my desk, and William stares at me oddly, a stack of papers in his hand.

Shit, I was daydreaming!

“Are you all right?” he asks me, “You look flushed. Do you feel okay?”

“Um—”

I shuffle around and try to get my bearings. I look down at the paperwork I was doing—I was just typing up a woman’s statement about the theft of a ring—with Roscoe probably being the culprit, as always.

God, how humiliating is it that I’d have a daydream like that at work?!

I suck in a deep breath and try to shake off the reverie.

“Uh, yeah. Yeah, I’m all right. Did you need anything, Will?”

“I was told you still had cruiser four, Sheriff,” he says, “Do you still have the keys?”

It feels dirty, but I hand over the keys to the car.

It was just a daydream. No, it was just an intrusive thought—you didn’t actually have sex in a police car…

“Thanks,” Will says, “are you going to be heading off soon, or are you joining the next shift for overtime? Your shift ended an hour ago.”

I sigh. I know. The problem is that it’s book club tonight, being held at Lena’s. Where Lena will be, Cyrus will be. Where Cyrus will be, the rest of the Candara team won’t be far behind. That means I’ll have to see him again…

How am I supposed to face Rufus like that? He stayed the night after I was kidnapped, and we’re technically married now, but we both just left the next morning with barely a word. I had to get to work, and he needed to report back to the Candara team. We just… didn’t talk about it, and I thought that suited me just fine.

But these damn daydreams don’t stop coming!

Why am I doing this? Why do I feel like this? Why can’t I get these sex dreams out of my mind?! I barely liked him as a person—why am I suddenly fantasizing about riding him every time my mind drifts off for a moment? I was never like this before!

“Sheriff?”

I start again; crap, William’s still here, staring at me.

“Sorry,” I say, “Did you say something?”

He's frowning hard at me.

“You should go home, Sheriff. You don’t seem well.”

“You’re probably right,” I sigh.

If I’m going to be so unfocused, then I might as well just leave. It’d be better to suffer these fantasies at home than at work.

But what am I supposed to say to him when I see him at the book club tonight? Can I skip it?

I sigh again, saving my document, logging off, and packing up. I suppose I could skip the book club tonight, but Georgia and Peyton don’t know anything about dragon shifters, and they wouldn’t understand why I was skipping. In fact, if I skipped every book club meeting from now until the end of time, then chances are I’d never see Lena or Julie again because their dragon beaus don’t leave their side, and the dragon shifters stick together.

In other words… I have to go if I want to see my friends. I guess I’m going to have to figure out what I’m going to say to him when I come over.

***

I’m still drawing a blank when I knock on Lena’s door. She opens it with a huge smile:

“Sarah! You’re early!”

I didn’t mean to be, but anxiety does that to me. I just give her a weak grin in response.

“Hey, Lena.”

She comes in for a hug, and I’m taken aback—as I am every time—by how hard a task that is with her pregnant belly between us. I put a hand on her stomach as we break.

“How’s the bouncing baby reptile?” I joke.

“Big,” she answers, “I know they look big, but they feel bigger. I just hope they’re not going to come out actually dragon-sized, but I’m starting to think that they will.”

I chuckle. I have to say that I’m pretty curious about how this is all going to turn out. I haven’t been an auntie to a small kid since Rosie—I’m looking forward to being the fun aunt again and doing all the stuff aunts do with the kids when they’re small and not too cool for it like Rosie currently is.

It does make me think… When we were kids, Lena and I used to play happy families. We’d play pretend on what our future was going to be like, and clearly things have turned out differently than what we planned when we were four, but we both had this idea that we were going to be pregnant together. Well, specifically, our child selves had the fantasy that we’d have our babies at the same time, for dressing them up in the same onesies and taking them for playdates.

A silly fantasy, really. But still… “Do you want some wine?” Lena asks, distracting me from my thoughts.

“Um…” I hum.

I don’t know if I do. I know Rufus is going to be around here, and I don’t want my… defenses lowered when I see him this evening.

“Oh, go on!” Sarah encourages, “The pregnancy means I can’t drink anymore, and I’ve had this bottle for a long time. I don’t want it hanging around.”

I laugh.

“Oh, yummy—corked wine!” I chuckle.

Lena pours me a glass and hands it to me. Once I have it, I take a bigger gulp than I intended—swallowing almost half the glass in one and spluttering a little afterward. Lena frowns at me.

“Are you all right?” she asks.

“Why does everyone keep asking me that?” I grumble.

“Here.” She takes my hand and leads me to the couch. “Tell me what’s wrong. Is it the kidnapping?”

I barely remember the kidnapping now. I know the drugs had a heavy hand in that, but it’s just been pushed aside for… other things.

“No, that’s fine. It’s just…”

I trail off. Lena smiles softly at me.

“What is it?” she asks.

I’m silent for a second. How to put this? I just take another gulp of wine, as I think.

“You’re really okay after the kidnapping?” she asks me.

“I’m fine, Lena,” I answer, “You don’t need to keep asking.”

“It’s just that something is bothering you; I know you,” she says, “If it’s not the kidnapping, then are you going to tell me what?”

She’s going to keep asking. I know she is. I try to formulate a sentence as I take yet another sip of wine.

“Lena, what…” I start, then break off for a sigh, “What was it like when you met Cyrus again?”

She blinks at me for a second.

“What do you mean?” she asks.

“I just need you to tell me,” I say, “I just want to know I’m not going insane.”

Lena’s eyebrows shoot up into her fringe, but then she looks away, frowning in thought. Her hands massage her large belly as she thinks.

“It sounds like something from one of Julie’s romance novels,” she says eventually, “but when I saw him again… it was like every time I’d felt love before that was like some kind of weak pretender—I just didn’t know it until that second.”

I’m looking down at the wine glass in my hand, looking at my reflection in the shallow amount of dull mauve drink. I don’t just want to come out and say what I’m thinking.

“That must have been overwhelming,” I mutter.

Lena laughs a little.

“It was,” Lena says, “When he first came here, he was driving me crazy. It felt like I was seeing him everywhere, even when I wasn’t.”

I nod at her. I go to take another sip, but I’ve run out of wine.

“So… are you going to tell me why you’re asking me that?” Lena pries, starting to smile a little bit.

Again, I’m a little stuck for words.

“Does it have anything to do with your new husband?” Lena asks.

The H word sends a jolt of adrenaline through my body; it feels like my fight or flight activates the second the marriage has been mentioned.

“What?!” I yelp, “You know about that?! I thought Rufus was just telling Cyrus and the dragons!”

“That’s it, isn’t it?!” Lena chirps back.

“We only got married for the protection!” I snap.

“So did Cyrus and I,” Lena says, “But there’s more there, isn’t there? Are you—?”

There’s a knocking at the door.

That’s right. Book club. I’ve almost forgotten.

If it’s anyone other than Julie at that door, we have to stop talking about this right now, and I don’t know whether I’d prefer to keep going or not.

Lena whips open the door, and it’s Georgia.

“Hey-hey!” she cheers, holding up two bottles, “Wine for the girls and a mocktail for Lena! I am so ready for tonight—you will not believe the week I’ve had!”

Everyone else soon arrives, and we have to stop talking about it. To be honest, it’s nice to throw it back with people who don’t know about the dragons or my marriage. The normalcy is refreshing. Of course, the dragons hang in the background—barely making their presence known, but there anyway. The only times the relaxed mood gets broken is when I look over and match with those deep jade eyes.

Is it some kind of cruel joke that Rufus is one of the dragons looking over us tonight? Or did he sneak in to be here?

The worst part is that he doesn’t seem to catch anyone else’s eye, but they sure notice me looking over at him more often.

“No!” Georgia gasps playfully when she sees, “Not another one! Our squad of single ladies is already on the edge of disaster thanks to these two traitors!”

She gestures to Julie and Lena, who both start laughing.

“Oh, please!” Bernadette chuckles, “Like you wouldn’t go for it if any of these fellas hit on you. It wouldn’t even matter which one, would it?”

“You’re just talking for yourself, Bern,” Peyton chimes in.

“For once, I don’t think I am!” Bernadette says, “I mean, I’d work my way through every one of them if it was up to me, but not one of you can look at me and tell me you wouldn’t!”

She looks between all of us, challenging us with her gaze. All the other girls burst into giggles, but I fight to even keep a smile on my face.

“So… which one is it that’s got you distracted, Sheriff?” Bernadette asks, “Are you with any of them? Sneaking off to be with one of them like the other two did?”

Suddenly, I’m faced with every one of their curious stares, and it feels like a firing line. I pause for a moment—but then Lena leans forward a little.

“Oh!” she gasps, “The baby’s kicking!”

“Really?!”

“Oh, my god!”

“Let me feel!”

They get up from their chairs and gather around Lena—I’m suddenly forgotten. The girls gather around her for a short while. I don’t get up to feel her belly again, but I get that same feeling I got at the door again. A reminder of that old fantasy of mine, having a baby…

I’m pulled back to reality when Lena speaks again.

“Ah, sorry, Girls,” Lena says, “I guess they decided to stop. Great timing, right?”

The book club grumbles and goes back to their chairs. I’m still forgotten, and the conversation moves on to more baby-related topics. As it does, Lena catches my eye and gives me a reassuring smile.

Thanks, Lena.

***

It’s a late night, and luckily, my marital status doesn’t come close to being mentioned again before all the girls stumble home to sleep off the wine. Soon enough, it’s just Julie, Lena, and me.

“I think you should just talk to him, to be honest,” Julie says quietly.

“That’s a very you answer, Julie,” I murmur, pouring the last drop from the last bottle into my wine glass.

“I think she’s right,” Lena adds, “I mean, what else can you do to fix this?”

It is a decent point—I’m just worried … about what could happen when we do end up alone again to talk.

“Good point,” I concede, “But—”

“No buts!” Lena laughs and pushes the small of my back gently, “He’s in the house somewhere. Just go and talk to him!”

I groan and stand up.

“All right. Fine,” I sigh, “Wish me luck then.”


Chapter 7 - Rufus

“What do you think they’re talking about?” I ask.

“Huh?” Orion grunts, “Nothing interesting. Just town gossip… and us, probably.”

Us. That’s what I want to know…

I lean closer to the door, trying to hear what Julie, Lena, and Sarah are saying, when I feel Orion grab me by the shoulders.

“Come on,” he grumbles, “Let’s get outside.”

“We’re supposed to protect them!” I protest.

“Yeah, but we don’t need to be right up in there to do that, and you’re annoying me,” he replies.

But we barely get outside when the door suddenly opens behind us again. We turn around, and my heart leaps when I see Sarah. She puts her hands on her hips and looks between us.

“Are you busy, Ginger?” she asks sternly.

Orion looks between her and me and smirks a little.

“Nope. He’s not,” he replies.

Orion pats my shoulder and goes back inside, leaving us alone.

She waits for a long second before she says:

“Why are you here?”

“What?” I ask.

“Why are you here? Tonight?” she repeats, that flinty tone coming back, “Are you just going to be there every time I look from now on? Is this my life now? Can’t I have one night off without you?”

She puts her hands on her hips. I fold my arms.

“Erm, no,” I answer, “No, not really. Because you got kidnapped by a dragon the other day, and I don’t think you really understand how dangerous that was, so if I leave you alone, you’re just going to get yourself kidnapped again.”

I lean a little toward her.

“Or killed,” I whisper.

Those green eyes narrow. She tosses her golden hair in irritation, a cute little pout puckering her rose-pink lips.

God, she’s so cute when she does that…

“I am a cop, remember?” she snaps, “I’m not some wilting flower for you to stalk and pretend you’re saving.”

Her voice sends shivers down me when it’s that sharp; I fight a grin as I clap back.

“No offense, but you’re a cop in the quietest town in the world. Until we came here, I bet the worst you’d ever dealt with was Roscoe.”

“Wow!” she snaps sarcastically, “It’s almost as if you’re all the problem, and this was a nice peaceful little town before all you dragons came down and invited all this magical bullshit here!”

I take a breath to respond—then pause. Damn, she kind of has a point.

I start chuckling in the adrenaline of the argument. Sarah smirks.

“All right, fine,” I answer, “But we’re here now. Even if we leave, Eclipse won’t. So, what’s your small-town cop knowledge going to do for you then?”

She leans her hips from one side to the other. Every small movement of hers makes my stomach flicker.

If my hands were on those hips… I’d grab them and—

“You know I know my way around a gun, right?” she says.

I wrench my eyes from her curvaceous hips. It takes me a second to respond.

“Oh, right,” I tease, “And where’s your gun now?”

“Now?” she asks.

“Right now,” I smirk.

She gives me a light scowl. It’s so adorable.

“It’s at home,” she admits eventually.

“Oh. So, if a dragon were to attack right now, that wouldn’t help, now would it?” I tease.

Again, that adorable little pout—the one she makes when she knows I have her.

“You know a dragon could attack at any time, right?” I say to her, “You need to be on guard at all times. Unless you have a supernatural bodyguard, that is, which—hello!—you have. So maybe you shouldn’t be on my case since you literally couldn’t protect yourself right now if something happened.”

“I can protect myself,” she grumbles.

I break into a little supernatural speed, approaching her faster than a human can blink. When I’m barely an inch from her—close enough to feel her body heat, she flinches back. Her hand snaps forward and rests on my chest. Where her hand rests on me, it’s like electricity sparking over my skin. I’m growing hotter every moment.

When she realizes I’m here, she looks up at me with softer eyes. Her little lips part, and she just releases a breath. I’m suddenly breathing heavily, too.

“Couldn’t stop that, could you?” I whisper.

“Couldn’t stop it…” She barely breathes, like she doesn’t realize she’s talking.

For a second, we just stand. Her hand not only rests on my chest, but her fingers tighten, clenching my shirt into a fistful, nails slipping into the buttonholes and lightly scratching me. The lightest groan builds at the back of my throat. Her eyes look up at me, a true depth of color I’ve never seen before shining in there.

She gives the smallest moan of her own before she grips my shirt and yanks me toward her. I move where she pulls me, and her soft lips crash against mine.

Oh, god, yes.

My hands move to the small of her back. I pull her into me. Her curvy form slots against me like it was meant to be there. She’s so warm—I can feel her heart hammering through her voluptuous tits as they crush up against my chest.

Her little, wet tongue pokes past my lips. I open my mouth further. Her tongue dances across mine, so soft and moist, spreading the taste of wine through me.

She leans herself into me. My hand slides down from the small of her back and down her round ass, fingers tightening around it. She moans into my mouth.

I’m so hard. I’m straining against my jeans painfully. I feel her inner thigh brush my leg, and I hook my hand under her thigh and hitch it over my hip. She grinds a little against my clothed erection and gives the lightest moan against my lips again.

Oh, fuck! If she keeps moaning like that—!

Suddenly, she pulls away from me.

“Wait!” she pants.

Oh, god. Here it comes. She’s going to pull back and slap me like it’s my fault this happened.

“I’ve got my cruiser parked around the front,” she pants, “They won’t hear us in there.”

I love you.

I don’t need to be told twice; I lean down and grab her other leg. As I lift her off the ground, her legs wrap around me. This time, I use the superspeed for us—we’re at the car in a blink. Sarah dips an impatient hand into her pocket and pulls out her keys. She presses the button, and the car clicks open. I wrench the door out of our way and lay her down on her back. Sarah looks up at me, her eyes burning for me. She bites the corner of her lip and then starts pulling at her shirt.

She’s wasting no time; I follow suit, wrenching my shirt off my body. Buttons scatter and the cold air touches my chest. Sarah gives a delighted little moan when she sees it. I ease her tight legs from around me and step back to unbutton my jeans. My cock springs free, ready. I step closer, and she’s taken off her bra as well, her nipples standing tall in the cold. I lean my hands down and start undoing her waistband.

Suddenly, her lips are at my ear:

“Wait,” she breathes, “rub my nipples first.”

Oh, fuck, that’s hot.

I move my hands to her breast. They fill my palm perfectly, and I cup them for a second before moving my fingertips to her hardened nipples. I rub them in a circular motion, and she moans right into my ear:

“Oh! Oh, yes! Please! Pl—please!”

I groan. I can’t take it anymore.

I feel her hands undo her pants, and I grab them and whip them down. I grab her thick thighs and lift her legs. She moans lightly.

I penetrate her with one swift glide. She wraps around my cock, so very tight. I drag out a little and feel her shudder on me, in time with her moan.

“Oh,” I groan, “oh, fuck. Moan for me, Sarah.”

She does again, her head throwing back as her arousal carries her. My eyes roll into my head. She clenches around my dick like she doesn’t want to let it go when I drag out and then rubs all the way down my length when I push back in.

Pleasure builds in me. Building… building… building…

I can’t breathe—there’s too much heated pleasure filling my chest. I’m going to fucking explode.

She snaps forward. Grabs my ass with one hand. Claws down my back like an animal with the other. She moans—right in my ear.

I burst. With a triumphant cry, the pleasure explodes in me, and I fill her with my seed. Sarah screams, too, welcoming it. There’s a moment of burning white pleasure between us both.

Then, it slows. I sink a little, spent, and then pull out. Sarah shuffles back in the backseat. I crawl in and shut the door behind me. In the darkness, I find her and hold her close to me. She snuggles into my chest, soft and warm.

I never wanted a mate after my last was killed. I didn’t think I could handle it.

But even in the Candara team, I’ve been so alone… I didn’t realize it until now. I feel so complete with her by my side—in a way I never have before.

“Sarah,” I breathe into her ear, “I will tear this world apart if it would keep you safe.”


Chapter 8 - Sarah

Oh, god, what have I done? I’ve made it worse, haven’t I?

Yesterday, I sat at this desk, looking over all the nothing paperwork I had to do, and I was worried about all those sexual fantasies I was having about Rufus.

Today, I’m sitting at the same place, doing the same nothing paperwork, worried about the actual sex we had…

I mean… it wasn’t bad. Far from it—it’s been a long time since I’ve felt pleasure like that. But even better was afterward. Me and him, in the backseat of the car, his thick arms wrapped around me, snuggled in his chest. At that moment, I felt so safe. It’s a rare feeling for me—usually, I have to be on guard all the damn time because… well, I’m the sheriff. Greyson Ridge’s first female one; I have a lot to prove.

But after the sex, Rufus held me close and pulled me into him, and he was… there. In that wonderful, wonderful second, I felt like I could see it. Waking up next to him, those strong arms having kept me safe as we slept. Turning over sleepily and meeting those jade eyes. Smiling at him, asking how he slept. Getting a kiss in return. Perhaps going down and cooking breakfast together, then whiling the day away in each other’s company.

You know… being married… like a married couple is supposed to be.

And I loved it. As we snuggled together in the car after the sex, I was so happy to have someone with me, to not be alone anymore. To fantasize about having that kind of companionship that… well, that Lena and Julie must have.

But now I’m here, sitting at my desk in the police station, normality and sanity returned to me, I just have this sinking feeling in my stomach.

Now, out of the whirlwind of emotions of last night, it feels like a trap I just walked into, like he tricked me somehow. Trying to steal my independence from me right from under my nose. We’re already so far along—we’re already married, and now we can’t keep our hands off each other—and as soon as the town knows, everything I’ve worked for just becomes moot. I’m no longer the strong female sheriff. I’m just another wilting flower belonging to the man I’m attached to.

I just keep wondering, did he know? Did Rufus know how irresistible he was? Did he know how hard I was fighting my feelings for him—can the dragons sense that sort of thing? Or… or smell it? And if he did know, did he step that close into my personal space knowing how it was going to turn out? If he did know… a part of me never wants to forgive him. If one of us were going to know how this would go, it’d be him and the other dragons, and not me.

The longer I stew on it, the more it feels like he somehow tricked me, but that’s not a healthy way to look at things, I know.

I just… I don’t want to lose what I have…

I try to distract myself, staring at the paperwork I was trying to fill out. God, this statement is taking forever… It’s just a boring personal statement about a pedestrian thievery that’s going to turn out to be Roscoe—because it always is. It isn’t jobs like this that make me feel like I’m living the dream, exactly, but I welcome the distraction today.

A call comes through the radio:

“Sheriff?” It crackles, “Come in, Sheriff.”

Thank god, a better distraction. I press the button:

“Go ahead,” I answer.

“Check out the tracker—are you free to take job 63?” William says through the radio, “I know you were doing paperwork, but I’m still dealing with some trespassing kids.”

“Let me look,” I say.

I click on the tab of tracked phone calls to see what the 911 operator has written down, and I see job 63. The caller says that people are in her backyard. Apparently, she has not seen these people, only heard them.

I sigh lightly. That’s Roscoe, isn’t it?

That little scamp sure does get around… I can’t think who else it would be. Even the local kids don’t have a lot of interest in trespassing in old ladies’ gardens; it’s boring in there. Who else would be in a random person’s garden? But then my heart drops a little when I realize another option: wait, what if it’s Eclipse?

I don’t know why they would want to be in a civilian’s garden either, but after they kidnapped me, it doesn’t seem like anyone knows what they’re up to; Lena’s been very insistent I come round and spend time with her—very, very insistent. Subtlety has never been her strong suit, which tells me the dragon group is freaking out a little bit over what they did to me.

But I am a police officer first and foremost. If someone else is in danger, I need to go in and protect them.

So I click the button for the radio.

“Yep. Copy that, Will. I’ll attach myself to 63.”

“Copy that. Thanks, Sheriff.”

***

The call starts out as pedestrian as it can get; I arrive at the property on the call and knock on the door. It’s opened by a very frazzled old lady—a regular, in fact—and she worriedly explains about the strange noises she’s heard in her backyard. Usually, I’d tell Mrs. Harrison that I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, but this time, I just nod somberly at her.

“I’ll check it out, Mrs. Harrison,” I assure her, “I promise.”

She gives me a grateful smile and lets me in her house. As I walk through her house, I get my cell phone out and get Lena’s phone number up. I don’t have any of the dragons on speed dial—which I realize is an idiotic move on my part—but I’m sure one of them is lurking nearby anyway, and calling Lena is as good as calling Cyrus nowadays, considering how they’re joined at the hip.

Once I have Lena’s phone number up, I draw my gun with my other hand. Then, I dare venture into the backyard.

It looks so ordinary—flower beds lining either side, an apple tree in the center. A marble statue that doubles up as a bird bath next to the tree. Honestly, there are not many places a human being can hide here; that eases a little of the adrenaline coursing through me. I’d be shocked if a human child was lurking somewhere around here, considering the space we’re working with, let alone one of those monstrous, hulking shifters.

That’s what I think, but then a snap nearby has me bristling again. Another light crack causes me to wheel around, my gun pointed at the sound.

“All right, come out slowly!” I order, “Police! I am armed—come out with your hands up!”

More rustling. I isolate the bush that it’s coming from and creep closer.

That can’t be a shifter… that can’t be Eclipse… there’s no way that’s a dragon…

I chant affirmations in my head, but my heart still hammers in my chest. I’m panting ever so lightly in a small panic.

I’m getting closer… I’m almost there…

Something rockets out of the bush at me. I step back. Aim my gun. Get ready to fire and—

I realize in time and groan.

“Oh, Roscoe!” I sigh.

The trash panda lands ungracefully on the ground in front of me, waddling forward a few steps before sitting back on his haunches. He has something in his little teeth, and he starts fiddling with it as he sits back.

“What have you got there?” I ask gently.

I get to one knee, and I see what he’s chewing on; it’s a copper ring. An unusual one. It looks like an average engagement ring, except for where the diamond should be. Instead, it seems to be topped with more copper in the shape of a diamond.

When I see it, it doesn’t just look unusual; laying eyes on it, I get a certain jolt through my body. It feels unusual, like I can… sense something from it.

That seems crazy, but crazier things have happened lately, so I’m willing to take it as a sign of something.

A copper ring… Lena’s shop was robbed for some copper rings, wasn’t it? I remember that case; it made me angry that any bastard would dare come into town to aim for my best friend’s shop. But if these rings are special… Relics, even…

I know Rufus’s things are always getting stolen; it could be one of his. Or, the alternative is that it could be a new relic, which they’re looking for.

Roscoe puts the ring back in his mouth and starts sauntering off at an easy pace. He knows he has nothing to worry about from me, so the borderline chubby little animal starts waddling off without any rush in his step.

I ought to go back inside and tell Mrs. Harrison that her home is safe from the intruders she’s imagining, but I can’t lose Roscoe.

Sorry, Mrs. Harrison. I’ll be back to reassure you in a bit.

I follow Roscoe at an easy pace.

***

I think I have Kaius to thank primarily for Roscoe putting on enough weight to be easy to follow. I mean, he doesn’t feel any need to run from me, but he just pads off at an easy pace. I keep him in my line of sight but don’t follow him too closely. He walks all the way from Mrs. Harrison’s house to the edge of Merl’s property—quite a trek for a fat little raccoon. Once he gets close to Merl’s, he veers off toward the forest bordering the property, slowing down as he crunches through the thick snow. There’s several days’ worth of build-up, so it takes Roscoe a while to wade through the powdery snow. He stops sharply by a particular boulder, like he knows exactly where he is supposed to be stopping.

As soon as he stops there, he starts digging, holding the copper ring in his teeth as his little mittens scrape out the softened snow.

What is he doing? Has he just been burying his goodies under this rock the whole time?

If so, I should probably just dip in and reclaim everything he’s stolen back from now on.

But just as I’m wondering hard about it, Roscoe suddenly disappears. He just vanishes down into the ground, his little tail coiling as he goes.

Oh… that changes things.

I wait for a little while, watching the hole. My police boots resist the cold and wet, at least, but the snow sinks into the hems of my pants and starts chilling me to the bone. The snow is piled so high that it tries to slip into the tops of my boots. I’ve never liked how snow feels so cold and dry when it first hits me, becoming wetter the longer I have to sit in it. That’s probably because I have to sit in it more than the average person has to.

Eventually, Roscoe pokes his head out from the snow pile and starts padding off, sans ring. I see, so he does have a hidey hole where he puts everything.

After Roscoe walks back off toward the town, I approach his hidey hole. I soon spot it under the boulder now I’m looking for it, and stick my hand in it to reclaim the ring.

My hand goes in… my arm… soon I’m up to my shoulder, and I still haven’t found the bottom.

How deep is this hole? Did Roscoe dig this?

I pull my arm out and turn on the flashlight on my cell phone. When I shine the beam into the hole, it’s so much deeper than I imagined. It’s spelunking deep down there—but inside is a treasure’s trove worth of shine.

How many of these might be relics?

Well, clearly, I can’t investigate further on my own without any equipment. I think it’s about time I sat those dragons down and made those scaley bastards explain exactly what these relics are and how many might be stuck in this hole.


Chapter 9 - Rufus

I stare at the ceiling of my room, hands linked behind my head, on my bed, thinking of our time in the car the night before. It’s hard to even imagine how we got there—it happened so suddenly. One moment, we were arguing back and forth, the next…

Well, those arguments are getting sexier every time we go through it. The way she tosses her glossy blonde ponytail, the way she smirks when she knows she’s got me, the way she puts her hands on her hips… Every mannerism is so familiar to me now. And so hot!

I sigh. It’s a happy sigh.

I truly thought I never wanted to mate-bond—that the potential pain of losing a partner far outweighed anything a mate-bond could give me. But… it’s been so long since I’ve felt so relaxed, or happy, or contented. That my general existence has felt so easy and bright.

And it’s with Sarah of all people… crazy…

After the sex last night, we spent a long time in the car together, and it felt so natural and right—but there were still some people close by, and they came looking for us. We had to hurry out without much of a word, but I know she left with a huge smile on her face.

She’ll be at work by now, and I have to protect her still—Cyrus’s orders. Maybe I should surprise my wife with a coffee at the station. She always goes and gets a very milky coffee from Gunn’s Diner in the mornings, but every time I’ve seen her drinking it, she doesn’t look terribly impressed.

I bet I can make a better one here, with the stuff we have at home. I know how she takes her coffee… even if I’ve never made it for her before.

Yes. I’ll do that.

I open my bedroom door, and almost run into Kaius. He’s in front of me but stops dead in his tracks, preventing me from going anywhere.

“Whoa, hey!” he laughs, “You’re coming down late today!”

“I guess. Get out of my way, Kaius.”

I move to the left. He does, too. I move to the right, and he mirrors that, too.

“Kaius!”

“Hey, what’s the rush?” he asks.

“I just want to get some damn coffee, Kai—get out of my way!”

I start pushing him. He holds onto the walls on either side with both hands and roots his feet in to stop himself from moving.

“Bro, you have got to be kidding! Get out my way!” I snap.

Kaius cackles.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” he says, “your wife’s downstairs, and she’s asking for me!”

“What?! Sarah’s here?! Why?!” The words bark out before I can stop them.

Kaius laughs again.

“Well, maybe it’s because you didn’t text her back this morning, Loverboy,” he says, giving me a knowing look.

I sigh.

“You know about that?” I ask defeatedly.

“No!” Kaius replies, “All I knew was O said she came out to talk to you and you both disappeared for a while last night. But I sure as hell know now!”

I growl. Kaius cackles like a gremlin and begins hurtling down the stairs before I can punch him. He gets halfway down the stairs before he turns and looks at me:

“Oh, how’s that new pair of sunglasses you bought after Roscoe stole the last one?”

He's got that knowing look again, and I bristle.

“Oh, you horse’s ass, Kaius!” I snarl.

He breaks out into more barking laughter and disappears down the stairs. I spend a second collecting myself.

A part of me thought he would mature a bit if he ever mate-bonded, but he’s as much of a jackass as he always was. On the one hand, I wish he wasn’t so juvenile, but on the other, it’s a little reassuring that the massive transformation I was so scared of might not be as large as I thought.

As in… I’m still me, even if I mate-bonded. Just like Cyrus is still our strong leader, and Kaius is still a horse’s ass.

Voices reach me from downstairs, and my heart clenches: that is Sarah! He wasn’t just messing around, then.

I hover on the stairs, listening to them. Her tone is stern.

“Ah, Kaius,” she says, “Thanks for meeting with me. I need to talk to you about Roscoe.”

“Roscoe? Okay, I guess?” he replies.

“So, we all know that you have a connection with Roscoe,” she says, “I’ve been told that when he steals things, he often gives them to you.”

“Oh… uh… yeah?” he answers warily.

“What kind of things does he give you?” Sarah asks, “A lot of things have gone missing lately.”

“Um… well, this is kind of awkward, but I’ve only trained him to bring me Rufus’s shit,” Kaius answers, “Don’t tell him, but all his missing stuff, Roscoe gives me.”

“Right,” Sarah says grimly, “You trained Roscoe to steal Rufus’s things for you?”

“Yeah?”

“You know that’s stealing, right?”

“What? No! It’s just a joke!” he says, “Besides, Roscoe is the one who’s stealing!”

She has her Sheriff’s tone out in force when she answers back:

“If you have trained him specifically to steal Rufus’s things, then you’re the one responsible for the thefts.”

I can hear Kaius on the back foot when he answers back:

“They’re not even stolen!” he insists hastily, “All Rufus’s shit is in a box under my bed! They’re still here! I mean, sometimes, Roscoe waits a few days before he gives it to me since he knows that he gets a snack when he hands it over, so he sometimes waits until he’s hungry, but I promise, nothing is gone!”

Oh, that bastard! How many pairs of sunglasses did I buy every time one got stolen?! He has them all under his bed?!

“Well, that still qualifies as stealing since you have dishonestly appropriated his property, regardless of how you did it,” she says, her strong police tone cutting through his explanation, “I’ll let you off this time, but you need to give Rufus his stuff back.”

“Okay…”

Kaius doesn’t say anything, and I can’t fight the grin on my face. It’s so satisfying to hear Kaius put in his goddamn place for once since no one else in Candara will do it.

Sarah, you’re awesome.

“But does he ever bring you anything other than Rufus’s stuff?” she asks, “No other shiny things?”

“No,” Kaius murmurs, “Just Rufus’s stuff.”

“Right,” she says, “And if he’d given you a relic, you would have told everyone, right?”

“What?!” Kaius exclaims, “Roscoe’s thieving relics?! Since when?!”

“Possibly.” Sarah emphasizes, “I’m not sure yet. So I take it if he had, you would have told everyone?”

“Of course!” Kaius says.

“I see,” she replies, “So if Roscoe didn’t give one of Rufus’s things directly to you, where would he hide it?”

“I don’t know,” Kaius replies.

There’s a moment of quiet. Presumably, Sarah’s writing something down.

“What’s this about, though?” Kaius asks.

“What Roscoe had this morning was a small ring—copper,” Sarah answers, “I remember Lena’s shop was once broken into for copper rings because Eclipse thought they were relics. I just wanted to investigate the matter further.”

“Oh, right,” Kaius says, “Now you mention it, Roscoe did take a ring from Rufus a short while ago, and I haven’t got it back yet.”

“I see,” Sarah replies, “And what did this ring look like?”

“I… don’t remember,” Kaius admits.

“Okay,” Sarah says briskly, “Well, I’ll investigate anyway and let everyone know if it was a relic or not. Can you bring Rufus over? I need to ask him about his ring. Can I rely on you to bring Cyrus up to speed about all of this as well?”

She’s barking orders like a true cop—again, I’m grinning in satisfaction as Kaius comes clumping toward me. When he meets me on the stairs, I must have the biggest shit-eating grin matching his light scowl.

“Your mean wife wants to see you,” he grumbles.

“So I heard,” I reply, “I heard everything!”

I’m laughing at him now. I pass by him on the stairs and then look over my shoulder at him:

“Oh, and on your way back from updating Cyrus, I want that box of my stuff back.”

Kaius groans.

“Fine…” He groans, “Both of you are such buzzkills, my god!”

I cackle as I walk down the stairs to meet her. She’s standing there in her full police uniform. The one that grips just enough of her curvaceous body to tantalize but not enough to truly give anything away; it leaves just enough for the imagination.

Well, it would if I hadn’t already seen more than that. I stride over to her with a big grin on my face.

“I liked how you handled Kaius,” I say, “He can be a tough one.”

But she doesn’t smile back at me. Her eyes are stony—not necessarily cold, but not warm either. Why is she looking at me like that?

“So… how are you?” I ask, for lack of anything else to say.

“I’m very well,” she answers, only politely, “I just needed to ask you some questions about this ring that went missing a few days ago.”

I’m oddly numb. She’s talking to me like I’m a stranger…

Maybe she just wants to talk about this first…

“Erm, it was just a regular ring. It was just annoying that Roscoe took it,” I say briefly.

“What did it look like?” she asks, making notes in her little police notepad.

“Er, it was just kind of thick and copperish,” I reply.

“Mmhmm,” she murmurs, “And did it have any gem settings?”

“No. It was just flat all the way around, and it had some kind of Celtic knot on it.”

“I see,” she says, “And was it actually made of copper?”

“I don’t think so,” I reply, “It was just colored like that.”

Sarah nods, making notes as she does. Then, she looks up at me:

“All right,” she says, “I don’t think that was the ring I saw Roscoe with this morning, but I’ll keep an eye out for it.”

Sarah closes her notepad and pockets it.

“Thanks for your help.”

With that, she starts to leave.

“Wait!” I shout suddenly.

She looks over at me.

“Is… is that it?” I ask.

“That’s all the questions I had to ask about the ring,” Sarah replies in a monotone.

“I’m not talking about the ring!” I snap, “I’m talking about last night!”

Sarah just gives me a tight, polite smile.

“I don’t know if it’s professional for me to talk about last night while I’m working,” she answers.

“So, you’re not… we’re not going to talk about it?”

“I’m not talking about that right now,” she replies in that same heartbreakingly cordial tone.

She’s smiling at me, but it feels like a dagger to the heart. I struggle to find the words. I can’t find it in me to beg for her attention when she’s so dispassionately smiling at me like that. I preferred it when she was arguing with me; at least there was some fire there. I just… I didn’t know I could just be brushed aside for professionalism after last night…

I thought it was too special for that… but there’s nothing there from her… like it didn’t even happen, or worse, it didn’t even matter.

Is that how much I’m worth to her?

“Wh—where are you looking? For the relics you talked to Kaius about?” I ask instead, only a stutter revealing the dagger in my heart.

Again, she speaks in pure, heartbreaking professionalism:

“Roscoe seems to have found a small crack into a cave or an abandoned mining shaft, and he’s storing a lot of his stolen goods there,” she says, “It needs spelunking gear, at least. I can’t guarantee that there are any relics there, but I suspect that there might be.”

“Let me come with you,” I say, “Spelunking will be safer with more than one person.”

“No,” she answers blankly, “I’ll be accompanied by locals, and this is a police investigation. You don’t need to come.”

Sarah turns and starts walking away. She pauses for just a moment, then looks over my shoulder with something approximating softness in her eye for the first time since I saw her today.

“You don’t need to worry about me either,” she adds.

With that, she leaves the house. The door clicks closed behind her, and I just stare at it for a moment.

That’s it? But I… I thought that we… that I…

The dagger in my heart turns, and I swallow hard.

“Wow…” Kaius mutters behind me.

I spin on my heel, a prickling shame bursting into rage when I realize that jackass could have been watching the whole time.

“Don’t say a word!” I snarl to Kaius, “Don’t say a fucking word!”

But he holds his hands up, his eyes serious.

“Yeah, Bro, I get you,” he says simply, “Are you okay?”

I swallow hard again but just shrug.

“What’s going on?” Cyrus asks, walking in.

“Nothing,” I answer immediately, shooting a glare at Kaius.

Uncharacteristically, he keeps his mouth shut.

“So, Kaius has explained that Sarah is going off on a lead for a suspected relic,” Cyrus says, staring at me.

“Yes, that’s what she said. Apparently, it might not exactly be a relic, but she thinks it might be,” I answer, “Cyrus, I’m asking for permission to go with her. Obviously, if she ends up finding a relic, it’s important we get to it before Eclipse senses it and tries to take it from her. Not to mention, there might even be more keys down there, too. Even if she doesn’t find a relic, if Roscoe has found another entry into the collapsed mineshaft, that’s valuable info.”

He nods.

“Yes. I agree,” he says, “But after her kidnapping, she’s still a top priority to protect anyway.”

A ghost of a smile flickers across his face.

“You don’t have to justify it so hard,” he adds.

I nod, staring at the floor. I wonder how much the Alpha knows about all this…

Very little passes him by, so…

“Yes, you can go with her,” Cyrus says, “Make sure everything goes smoothly, and I’ll have Milo and Kaius patrolling nearby just in case you run into trouble and need backup for any reason. Call them if you need them.”

“Thanks, Cyrus,” I say, “I appreciate that.”

“Just one thing: you must be back before Evander and I leave for the council meeting,” he says, “No matter the circumstance, I need all my warriors here to protect Lena, Julie, and the map they’re making before we go. That is an order.”

I bow my head to him.

“I will. Thanks.”

“I’ll let the others know,” Cyrus says, “You’d better follow her now.”

He has a knowing look in his eye. I nod one more time before I turn and head after her, barely out the door before I’m taking flight.


Chapter 10 - Sarah

That was a rough conversation with Rufus. I didn’t know how to react to seeing him again—I still don’t know if I’m happy or angry last night happened at all. In the end, just putting on a poker face was the best I could do—I was working, after all—but I could see the hurt in his eyes…

I don’t even know what to do anymore…

Just concentrate on the task at hand.

I have my spelunking gear with me—thicker and thinner ropes, hooks, and harnesses—everything I could need of all varieties. The only thing I don’t have is a team with me. It’s honestly quite unsafe to not have a team with me, but I couldn’t quite figure out how I was supposed to gather the local spelunking team without telling them what we’re supposed to be looking for. What if we find something magic down there? How am I supposed to explain that? Or even worse, what if we run into a dragon or even a Naga? How can I, in all conscience, put them in danger?

I can’t. All I could do was let them know I was spelunking alone, ignore their warnings about that, and keep them on the end of a radio.

With that, I reach the hole under the boulder. Last time, I could reach in as far as my shoulder, but I got the impression that it went far, far deeper. I shine my flashlight into the hole, and I still can’t see the bottom. I guess our resident trash panda has better climbing skills than we give his chubby little self credit for.

I start by snapping on my helmet, trying to look for a safe place to stab in the hook that will anchor me. It’s an easy process once I get to grips with the knots, and once I’ve tested it a few times, I ready myself to go in. I press the button on the radio.

“All right,” I tell them, “I’m ready to descend.”

It buzzes for a moment before the sound starts.

“Okay. Be careful, Sarah,” comes the reply.

I settle myself on the side of the hole. It’s very small. It’s going to be a squeeze—it’s barely human-sized at all. No wonder it was hidden under the boulder for so long, and no one spotted it. I dip my feet into the hole, slowly lowering my legs into it. Even that has me scraping against the other side of the hole. It falls apart as I push through it, but at least it gives me the room to get in.

At some point, I half expect my boots to hit solid ground, but I lower myself to my chest, and there’s still no ground.

Looks like I’m going to have to go all the way in.

“All right,” I tell them through the radio, “I’m going in.”

“Heard. Be careful.”

I suck in a deep breath and keep lowering myself in. Eventually, I can’t hold onto the ground anymore, and I have to hold the rope. As I descend into the darkness, I click on my flashlight on the top of my helmet.

The cave is expansive. Now I’m inside, I can see that it’s the size of a ballroom, with domed walls and a lot of space. It looks like the walls are made of soft earth, and I can catch claw marks heading all the way up to the hole. Even more interesting, there are other markings on the walls—something like gigantic hieroglyphics, but I can only see a small part of them at any one time with my flashlight beam. When I look down, directly down, I can see a huge collection of shinies—random things: jewelry pieces, small electronics, a wig, and a few hats. Judging by the hats and their sizes, I’d say I’m only about ten feet up. That’s actually smaller than I expected at this point. The walls are so wide and domed that I thought the floor would be much further away from me.

My rope gives a jolt. My heart stutters.

Oh god.

I look up. I can see the end of my hook sticking out of the soft earth above me.

Oh, I would have never stuck it in there if I knew how soft the earth was! I thought it was thicker!

My rope gives another slip.

Oh, fuck! My anchor’s slipping!

I can see the end of my hook slowly dragging through the thin crust of land. Worse still, cracks are spreading on the other side—where the boulder is.

What do I do?! If that falls—!

But cracks are spreading. My hook gives a larger jolt, and it scrapes to the edge of the hole. It’s no use; it’s going.

I start unbuckling my harness. There’s a crack above me. It’s hard to undo the knots as I’m hanging in the air, tightening the knots with my body weight. But I keep working, and soon, I’m tumbling through the air.

The sickening weightlessness carries me for a moment before the ground hits me hard on my side—my shoulder and ribs hit the ground first, sending a shudder of pain rattling through my bones.

One more crack and light suddenly blinds me.

Get up! Get away from the hole! The boulder’s coming down!

I get up and blindly sprint away—in time to hear the thud behind me. The vibration shudders through my legs—thank god I wasn’t under there!

After a second, my eyes adjust, and I can look around.

I must have tipped the balance when I pushed in; the boulder has broken through the hole, and the hole is now about five feet wide. I walk closer to the disaster and look around where the boulder has landed.

Well, there’s my harness and hook lying on the ground next to it. Damn it. That means my exit has just closed itself.

That’s all right. I should just call and let everyone know that I—

My fingers touch the radio and then jump as a live wire gives me a static shock. I look down at it, and it’s crushed. The plastic shell has shattered, and all its electronic innards are spilling out.

Shit, I must have landed on it!

Thanks to the wide hole, I can look around. It’s a gigantic dome. Not a single exit. It doesn’t even seem to be connected to any other holes or mine shafts.

Oh, no… Oh, shit.

I’m trapped. I can’t call for help. The snow is piling into the hole, and the chill is already seeping its way into my bones. I thought I dressed for the cold, but I’m already shivering. When I survey my own clothing, I find patches of ripped clothing where I fell, the skin showing burning cold. That must be letting the icy cold in—that, and now I’m not moving, I’m cooling down fast.

Oh, god… this is really bad, isn’t it?

They’ll figure out I’m missing, but hours later. Sometimes, our old radios lose signals in the caves, so they’ll only figure out I’m missing after I don’t arrive back with the equipment after five.

Am I going to survive past five? Am I going to survive a single hour standing in the exposed cold like this?! I sent them all away in case there were dragons or Naga, which could hurt them, but now I… I could die down here.

Is anyone going to come for me before then? In time?

My heart sinks. I don’t think so. I don’t think anyone’s going to come for me before five.

I just need to try and survive. I hunker down next to the boulder, pulling my clothing tighter around myself.

I turn my face to the sky:

“HELP! CAN ANYBODY HEAR ME?! HELLO!”

But there’s nothing. I’m alone in these woods because I turned everyone away.

He offered. A thought rings in my head, Rufus offered to come with you, and you turned him down because you were too damn proud.

And now you’re going to die of hypothermia because no one else is coming for you.

I bite my lip, but I can’t fight the tears building in my throat. I hide my face as I start to cry.


Chapter 11 - Rufus

“Sorry, Pal,” The man behind the office tells me, “Sheriff’s not coming back with the equipment until five. You’re free to wait here for her if you have that kind of time, or you can come back later.”

“All right,” I say, “Thanks.”

“But you know,” he adds with a chuckle, “she isn’t the only cop in town. If you have a complaint, you could always go direct to the station.”

“Thanks a lot,” I murmur dismissively.

I turn and walk out of the office. I breathe deeply. Her scent hangs heavy on the air around here, her sweet, herbal smell. I start walking at first when I follow it—it’s like a beacon to me.

I only walk as far as the human’s line of sight, then duck away and shift in one huge push. As soon as my scales are released, I beat my wings and take off into the sky. The further into the forest I go, the more frigid the air becomes. By the time I reach the place where Sarah’s scent pools the most, it’s painful to breathe her smell in through my nose—like it’s crystalizing into ice inside my nostrils. It’s like the town exudes heat, and as soon as we’re in the forest, the temperature has dropped like a rock.

Brr! She’s really out there? I hope she’s dressed for it…

I keep flying until the point her scent puddles again. I soar forward just a little further, and her smell disappears; yes, she’s down there.

I turn to a nosedive and find myself in a very random patch of woodland—at first. But as I break down through the canopy, I’m greeted by a gigantic crevice in the land. It looks like a huge crack has been gouged out of the earth.

As I land—freezing my toes on contact—I pad over to the edge of the hole. When I lean over, I can see the bottom, about ten, maybe twelve feet below me. It’s filling with snow as I watch.

I can’t see Sarah… but her scent is all over this place.

“Sarah?!” I shout, “Are you around here?!”

There’s the smallest mewling sound—a very weak noise. I feel sick to my stomach hearing it.

“Sarah!” I bellow.

The sound happens again; this time, it’s recognizable words.

“Rufus…” Her voice cracks halfway through, speaking my name.

I follow the sound of her voice, and my stomach drops when I see her. She’s curled up next to a boulder in the pit—as if that would shelter her from the snow at all. She is white, and her lips are blue. Her eyes are glassy, barely focusing as she looks at me. She’s covered in a light coating of snow.

Oh, my god!

I drop down into the hole, spreading my wings to parachute myself. Once I land on the ground, I sprint to her side. When I touch her, I flinch.

“Oh, god—you’re so cold!” I exclaim, “Sarah, hang on. You’re gonna be all right!”

She burbles something, but she’s too cold to function. It’s like I can see her shutting down in front of me.

“Come here,” I murmur to her.

I grab her around the waist and pull her into me. Dragons feel the cold, but we still have more resistance against it than a human does because of the fire in our belly. God, I hope it’s enough. When her cold body first touches mine, I have to fight the flinch, but I hold her to me anyway. At first, her skin is as wet and icy as the snow itself. I shuffle her onto my lap, cradling her head in my arms and her torso among my stomach and legs. She’s unresponsive for the most part, her chest rising and falling in shallow breaths.

“You’re going to be okay,” I murmur to her.

I don’t know how long we sit there, but she starts to reanimate slowly. Her skin starts warming gradually, and she starts shivering again. I wrap my arms tighter around her, and this time, she shuffles into me, clinging to me like she’s drowning and I’m a life preserver.

“It’s okay,” I say quietly to her, “I’m here. I’ve got you.”

Sarah curls up into me. After a short while, she leans away to look at me. Her lips are no longer blue, and there’s more color to her face than before.

Thank god.

But as she looks at me, I see her eyes widen.

That’s right—she’s never seen me as a dragon before! Dread drips down my spine for a moment; what if my dragon form scares her?! She doesn’t see them often, and the last time she saw a dragon was when she was being drugged and kidnapped.

Her eyes fill with tears, and she suddenly crumples up, sobbing.

Oh, god—I’m scaring her!

“Sarah—” I start, but she cuts across me.

“Rufus! Thank god! I didn’t think you were coming—I didn’t think anyone was coming!” she weeps, “I thought I was going to die down here, and no one would help!”

Sarah presses her head against my chest, her cold breath fanning over my scales.

“I’m always the one helping everyone,” she whispers, “I didn’t know who would be left to help me…”

“Sarah…”

She looks up at me, tears still rolling down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry.” She speaks like a dam has been broken, “I should have let you come to begin with. It was a stupid idea not to let you come. B—but it’s more than that. I shouldn’t have talked to you like that this morning. I know it probably made you feel like shit, I know, but I… I didn’t want to be with anyone, Rufus. I was scared to be involved with anyone, but then you showed up, and we had that amazing night, and—and it scared me. I thought I was starting to fall for you, and that was never part of the plan and—and…”

Her head drops back down into my chest again.

“I’m sorry,” she murmurs into my body.

For a second, I can’t find any words. It’s all just a flood of information, clicking into place piece by piece.

She wanted me to be here for her… she’s sorry for what she said… the sex was amazing in her mind… she’s falling for me.

She’s falling for me!

Sarah keeps snuffling into my chest, still crying lightly. I run my hands over her back.

“Sarah… it’s okay,” I murmur. It’s still hard to find the words. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about this morning—all in the past now. I’m just glad you’re all right.”

She just stays in my chest. I give her a squeeze and lean my head into her shoulder. I run my hands around in circles over her back.

“Look,” I say, “we don’t know what we are right now—and we don’t have to know. We don’t have to be anything if you don’t want to. But whatever we are, I will always be here to help you, okay? If you need me, I’ll be here.”

She’s quiet for a moment.

“Really?” she says after that second.

“Yes,” I reply firmly, “Because… I noticed, Sarah. I noticed how you were always the one rescuing everyone else, and no one was here to help you. So I promise you, right here, right now, that if you need help, I’ll be here. Even if we’re not… anything. Even if we’ve irritated the hell out of each other that day, you can count on me.”

Sarah pauses for a moment. Then, she starts sobbing again, her fists clenching into my skin. For a second, I worry about what I’ve said: did I just make it worse?

“Thank you!” she sobs, “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to hear someone say that!”

I keep rubbing her back soothingly until she quietens. Eventually, she sucks in a deep breath and wipes her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. She looks up at me with her puffy eyes.

“Thank you,” she says, calmer, “I’m sorry. I don’t deserve your help after this morning.”

“Forget about this morning—it’s done,” I reply, “You’re okay. That’s all that matters now.”

She starts shaking her head lightly, smiling softly.

“Why do you care so much?” she murmurs.

I catch my breath for a moment. The words come to my head: because I love you.

The words make it all the way to the tip of my tongue before my stomach turns, and I can’t say it. Instead, I say:

“I don’t know. Why do you care so much as a police officer?”

Sarah looks away. Then, she smiles gently and nods.

“Fair enough,” she replies.

After her non-answer, she leans her head onto me again.

“God, I’m so tired…” Sarah sighs.

“Try to stay awake,” I say, “You probably got hypothermia or at least came very close. We ought to get you somewhere warm.”

“Yes. Please,” she answers.

I start to shuffle around to pick her up, but then she pauses.

“Oh! Wait…”

“What?”

Sarah leans down and shuffles her hand through the snow at her feet.

“What are you looking for?” I ask.

“The ring…” She murmurs, “I found the ring I was looking for.”

I laugh lightly.

“Oh, so you found it after all?” I tease, “Well, that makes it almost worth freezing to death.”

“Shut up,” she replies, grinning, “I might as well have something for this horrible day.”

“Well, it’s good to see you’re more like yourself again,” I say.

Sarah looks up at me and smiles gently. Then, she looks back down and keeps rootling through the snow.

“Come on, don’t freeze yourself again. We can always come back.”

“Give me a second,” she says, still scraping through the frozen water, and then gasps, “Ah! Found it.”

She pockets her prize, and I laugh.

“Are you done now?” I tease, “Are you ready to come back to somewhere you won’t get hypothermia, or should I come back later when you’ve passed out again?”

“Shut up!” she laughs again, “But yes, I’d like to leave the icy pit, please.”

I laugh and then lean down, scooping her knees up in one arm and around her shoulders with the other. She lays her head on me, and I take flight, getting us both the hell out of there.


Chapter 12 - Sarah

The wood-burning fire crackles appetizingly in front of me, and I watch its orange dance as I curl up on the couch under a fluffy blanket. It’s good to be home—especially since, for a long moment, I didn’t think I’d make it here.

I was so cold and wet when I came in that sitting right next to the fire barely made a dent in how freezing I was. But the fire’s been going for a while, and the room has gradually become cozier and cozier. Behind me, there’s the light clattering of dishes as Rufus makes hot chocolate. I don’t want to look at him—he’s still naked from his dragon’s shift, save for my largest towel, which still looks tiny on him. I didn’t have any clothing that would come close to fitting a large man like him, except perhaps the fluffy blanket, but he insisted I needed that more than he did.

I’m still kind of confused, kind of taken aback by how intense this has all gotten so fast. One moment, the guy irritated the hell out of me; the next, I couldn’t keep my hands off him; the next, I’m spilling my guts to him—telling him things I haven’t even told my best friends.

But… after everything that’s happened, it’s nice having him here. I can hear him moving about in my kitchen, and it doesn’t feel uncomfortable. It feels natural.

“Here,” Rufus says, handing me a steaming mug, “Let me know if it needs anything—I can add more cream and sugar if you want.”

I take a sip and sigh.

“Oh, it’s perfect. Right temp, right sweetness—right everything.”

He chuckles, sitting down with his own cup.

“Good,” he replies, “I thought I knew how you liked it, but I second-guessed myself as I was bringing it over.”

I frown and smile at him at the same time.

“How would you know how I liked my hot chocolate?”

He averts his gaze, giving me a shake of the head and a shrug at the same time.

“I don’t know,” he replies, “I just picked it up from somewhere, I guess.”

And he remembered?

I feel like there was a time not too recently when I would have found that unsettling, but right now... I don’t know. Maybe I just need to embrace all of this. It’s too exhausting to fight, and… this is nice. Just sitting on my couch, sipping a milky hot chocolate with a man I realize I can really, really trust.

Perhaps tomorrow, we’ll be back to our arguments, but in a weird way, I’m looking forward to that, too.

I just… like being with Rufus. I feel like I can trust him. I just wonder if he feels the same.

We sip hot chocolate for a moment longer, and then I gently break the silence:

“Rufus?”

“Yeah?” he asks, voice gently but his attention snapping onto me.

“I asked you why you cared so much,” I murmur, “and you deflected—asking me why I cared as a police officer.”

“Yeah?” he says again, his voice still gentle.

“Well, I’ll tell you why I care as a police officer if you’ll tell me why you care.”

He swallows his next mouthful of hot chocolate a little more awkwardly than the last few. But he nods, the lightest ghost of a smile on his lips.

I look down at the mug in my hands, swirling the appetizing brown drink inside.

“I’m sure Lena has let you all know that we were friends since we were kids,” I say, “But when we were all in school together, and as usually happens, there were bullies. Lena and I became friends when some mean girl had taken her schoolbooks, and she was threatening to throw them into the school pond. I didn’t know Lena at the time, but when I saw that, it made my child self angry. It was just so unfair, so I stepped in.”

Rufus chuckles lightly.

“You little hero,” he murmurs.

I smile and shrug back.

“I don’t know,” I reply, blushing a little, “I’ve always been like that. When I saw something unfair happening, I always felt like I had to do something. But yeah, after I took Lena’s book back and pushed the bully in the pond, we were fast friends.”

“I guess Lena knew a good thing when she saw it,” Rufus agrees.

I give a flattered laugh.

“I was always like that,” I continue, “I always hated it when I saw people getting bullied, or when I saw something unfair happening, or when I saw someone cheating, but I didn’t really settle on being a police officer until much later. You remember Peyton? I don’t know how much you’ve talked with her.”

“Yeah, I remember Peyton,” Rufus says, “She comes to your book club every time.”

“Yeah, good,” I say briskly, “Well, it was a while ago now, but at some point Peyton’s house was broken into. It was awful—she and her three boys were sleeping in the same house when it happened, and she was freaking out afterward. They’re all about Rosie’s age now, but I think the oldest was six when this happened. She was so upset. For days, she couldn’t sleep in that house—she sent the boys to be with other family and spent some time crashing on couches around friends because she just didn’t feel safe…”

I stare off into my hot chocolate for a moment.

“That’s awful,” Rufus says quietly.

“I know,” I growl, “But the worst part was that the cops didn’t do jack shit.”

“What?” Rufus asks, “They didn’t?”

“Well, they sent some officers round, had a snoop around—but the thing is, they basically got it into their head that it was this one guy,” I grumble, “Now, I won’t tell you who he is because I don’t want you looking at him differently, but everyone and their mom could have told you it wasn’t this guy. It was just not possible—we’d grown up with him, and he wouldn’t do that. Point blank. But what’s even worse is that we knew the dirtbag who probably did it.”

“You did?” Rufus asks.

“We all did,” I answer, “It was town gossip forever—you know, I probably shouldn’t tell you his name either, since it’s probably not a good idea to release the dragons on him—but everyone knew the scumbag who probably did it. Barely anyone knew him after he moved in, and the people who did, didn’t like him. Plus, he skipped town suddenly one morning, and that was weird—until Peyton told us all that she’d been robbed in the night later.”

Rufus gives a bitter, angry laugh.

“I know, right?” I say, “The cops had it in their head that it was this guy. Everyone said, “No, chase this other guy!” But they didn’t. They arrested their guy, wasted a bunch of time questioning him and raiding his house, and what a surprise, it wasn’t him. By the time they realized they’d gotten the wrong guy and let him go, the scumbag who actually did it must have been long gone. And you know what they did then?”

“What?” Rufus asks quietly.

I slam a fist into the armrest on the couch.

“Nothing!” I snap, “They released the guy they had and then closed the case! I guess they couldn’t be bothered to do everything they needed to do to track him down. They just figured that he wasn’t Greyson Ridge’s problem anymore, so they closed it.”

I growl a little under my breath.

“It didn’t matter to them that Peyton and the boys needed closure. She was in a panic. Hell, Greyson Ridge was in a panic because this horrible thing happened, and the police picked up the wrong guy, then gave up before they found the right one.”

I finally meet Rufus’s gaze again. His gaze is intense but sympathetic.

“You should have seen it,” I tell him, “People just didn’t feel safe anymore, Rufus. It was more than just the cops letting one guy get away. It was how it destroyed the idea that Greyson Ridge was safe, but if it ever weren’t safe, someone would be there to help.”

He nods sternly. There’s a rich understanding in his eyes, and I feel like he’s truly listening.

“So… that’s why I care,” I answer, “Not because I like the police more than the average person—in fact, I was pissed off with them after what they did to Peyton and her family—I just knew that the only way a lot of people around here would feel safe would be if someone they trusted were taking that role seriously, and I wanted to help. I don’t want to see everyone shuffling around scared anymore. That’s why I care.”

Rufus leans forward and puts his hand on mine. His smile sends the smallest shiver through me.

“You’re a better officer than any of them,” he says firmly.

I smile a coy grin.

“You know what, yeah, I am, and I’m not scared to say it,” I reply, “I worked my ass off to become sheriff so quickly, and I kicked them all in the balls here to get them moving. No more lazy cops, or they’d be kicked to the curb.”

Rufus chuckles.

“You little hero,” he says again.

Again, I blush a little before I answer.

“I don’t know. It was what Greyson Ridge needed. It worked, too; this was a very nice little town where people felt really safe. Well—” I scowl at him playfully, “—it was until you dragons turned up and brought all the magic and bullshit with you.”

Rufus chuckles lightly.

“Sorry about that,” he murmurs.

“It’s fine,” I answer, “If you’re all going to stay and protect Greyson Ridge properly from the threats the police can’t, you’ll make up for it.”

He chuckles.

“I’m sure we can get Cyrus to agree to that,” Rufus says.

I give him a crooked smirk.

“Don’t you do anything without his permission?”

Rufus chuckles lightly. He puts his empty cup aside and slides closer to me on the couch. I feel his leg press against mine, separated by the blanket I’m still cuddled under. I drag the blanket out from around me and spread it over him. Now, his bare thigh, his hot skin rests against mine. Despite being exhausted from freezing to death, I’d love to rub my hand over his thigh, crawling further inwards and seeing where that leads us...

“Well,” Rufus purrs, “I married you. We had that amazing night in the car. I’m pretty sure he didn’t intend for me to spend the night here, either. I’ve never broken command before, but apparently, for you, I will.”

I feel a warm glow. I don’t know the details of dragons and their Alpha, but if it’s anything like wolves, the idea that he’d break command specifically for me… I can’t help but feel special. I nestle my head into his collarbone, and his arm slinks around mine in return, warming me faster than the fire ever could.

“Well, I’m glad about that,” I murmur, “If you hadn’t, I might have frozen to death by now. Or the dragon would have taken me god knows where and done god knows what to me.”

A little growl rumbles in his chest—something more draconic than his regular tones.

“Yes…” He says, “I don’t like that we don’t know why they did that yet…”

I nod. I snuggle further into him, breathing in his gentle, spicy scent.

“We’ll figure it out,” I reply.

Rufus gives a light grunt. He turns his head into my hair—I feel him plant a kiss on my head. We just embrace each other in silence for a moment. Then, he murmurs:

“I suppose it’s my turn now, isn’t it?”

“To do what?” I say, head against his chest

“Tell you why I care,” he answers.

I sit up a little.

“Yeah?”

“To be honest, I understand exactly what you mean when you say it was always in you to try and help people,” Rufus says, “Because I was the same. Even down to seeing someone else getting bullied and feeling like I had to do something about it.”

“Really?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he chuckles, “If you imagine how mean human children are, imagine dragon children. Except, the ones who were picking on Amelie were much older and bigger than her. I was already friends with Cyrus—this was long before he became Alpha, by the way—so I couldn’t just stand by and watch them bullying my friend’s little sister.”

He gives a light chuckle. I feel it rumble all the way through his chest under my head.

“I’m not as noble as you; I didn’t step in to protect a stranger,” he says, “But I know how you feel; I hate seeing people treated that way. I suppose it was good it was Amelie I saved though, because even though it was a long time before Cyrus became Alpha, or even before the Candara team was formed, I know he remembered that. It’s probably why I’m on the team now.”

He rubs his face through my hair again.

“But that’s not as interesting,” he chuckles.

I just nod. I wonder if he’s aware of what I meant when I asked why he cared or if he’s deflecting again…

I snuggle even further into his warm body.

I suppose it doesn’t matter why he cares… the only thing that matters is that he does…


Chapter 13 - Rufus

As we snuggle on the couch together, we watch the fire crackling for a moment. It’s sizzling away, and the logs start bowing down as the fire burns through them.

Sarah has folded around my body, slotting into me like a jigsaw piece. It’s like she was meant to be here. Once the conversation has lulled, we just sit for a moment. Sarah finishes her hot chocolate and places the mug on the side table with a light clink.

After she does so, she snuggles into me and gives a contented sigh.

“So,” she murmurs, “do I have you to myself tonight, or are you going to be very suddenly called back?”

A shiver trembles through my spine.

“Uh, well, I don’t think I was supposed to stay this long,” I lean down and murmur to her, “So, I don’t think it’ll make a difference if I stay longer.”

“Good,” she replies.

Sarah suddenly shifts her weight, placing her hands on my shoulders and leaning on me. She catches me off guard, and suddenly, she’s straddling me. The blanket is draped over the back of her shoulders, and as she sits on top of me, a wicked smile spreads over her face. As her thick thighs clench around my hips, she reaches to the hem of her t-shirt and pulls it up over her head. Once she’s revealed, I just stare at how wonderful she is. Her soft, cream-colored skin, her curvaceous form… I run my eyes from her waistband upwards. Her stomach isn’t flat, as is natural with a voluptuous woman’s body, and I love it. I reach my hands up and sink into a soft handful of her. As I run my eyes up further, taking in her hourglass figure before I settle on her breasts. They’re almost bigger than a handful and pressed up together in her small bra. I move my hands up her body, and she shimmers with a wanting gasp.

She laughs breathlessly as I give her breasts a little squeeze. Sarah reaches behind her and unclips her bra. The scrap of material falls away, and I see her glorious tits, so perfectly round, light pink nipples standing erect in front of me. I sit up from under her, and she ends up on my lap. I lean toward her, scanning her carefully. But her eyes are twinkling a devilish sparkle as I lower toward her. My hands move to the back of her shoulders, and I move my mouth to her tits. I take her boob into my mouth, curling my tongue around the silky soft nipple. Sarah shudders and moans under me. She melts into my grip, leaning backward into my hands. I tickle the sweet nipple with my tongue, and she groans.

“Oh—oh, yes! Rufus! Rufus!”

I am so hard right now. There’s nothing between me and her except her jeans, scraping lightly against my erection. I release her nipple from my mouth and start to shift my weight, leaning her down. But then her hand presses on my bare chest.

“No!” she says suddenly.

My stomach drops. No?! Does she not want—?!

“I’m going on top this time,” Sarah declares breathlessly.

I give a small laugh—part relief, part arousal. Sarah leans forward and kisses my neck.

“When I fantasized about you,” she purrs, “I wanted to ride that dick, but you caught me off guard last time. This time, you’re going down!”

A little ripple of pleasure moves through me, and a low moan escapes my throat. My cock is straining against itself, and I’m so hard at her words.

But I grin:

“Are you going to make me?” I tease.

“Oh, I bet I can!” she purrs in return.

“Because I think I might be able to make you go down easier. Like this!”

I dart forward again and catch one of her nipples with my mouth. I swirl my tongue around her hard nipple, and I feel her shudder, then melt into my arms a little before she stiffens and laughs a little:

“No!” she protests, “I’m going on top!”

“Mm.” I leave her nipple and look at her, “And how are you going to do that?”

She bites the corner of her lips a little, staring right into my eyes. Then, I feel her fingers close around my cock. Every touch is electric—a shot of arousal crashes through me, and I stiffen under her touch.

“O—oh, fuck!” I gasp, “Th—that’s cheating!”

Sarah chuckles lightly. Her lightly closed fist brushes up and down the length, and every light touch makes me fight to keep my senses. I want to fold. I want to lean back and be swallowed up by the pleasure.

But I fight it and grin.

“Nice try,” I growl playfully.

My hands move back to her. One hand is on her nipple, circling it gently with her thumb. I reach my other hand to her back and rake my hand down her smooth skin. She stutters another moan, but before I can lean her back, Sarah ducks down. Before I can comprehend it, her soft, wet little mouth closes around my dick.

“O—oh fuck!” I gasp, “Sarah! Sa—Ah!”

Her lips drag up, just enough resistance to send shuddering pleasure up me. Her tongue brushes underneath, licking so slowly under the head in a way that forces a whimper from me. My hips start thrusting into her mouth—I feel her chuckle. It’s building… I can feel the orgasm encroaching.

Oh, fuck! I’m not just going to lose if she keeps going—I’m going to cum!

I grit my teeth and try to endure the orgasm knocking. Mercifully, she releases me from that glorious mouth and starts sitting up, reaching toward me.

Oh, no! I’m not going down that easy!

I lean toward her, feeling my erection grind against her inner thigh. She moans, and I lean in. I kiss her neck, biting just a little bit. She gives a delighted yelp. I lean forward, and she yields a little.

My hand snakes down into the waistband and further. I find the slit between her body and brush all of my fingers over the outside, and she whimpers into my ear. She arches into me. After a second of teasing, I slide two of my fingers into her. She gives another sharp cry of pleasure, pressing against me. She’s so slick on the inside, warm and wet, and I take my time exploring her before I find that little hard bean. I tap it once, and she jolts under me.

Got you.

I’m careful to be gentle as I touch it, circling my fingers around, slowly and softly at first. She starts moaning immediately, choking on her own pleasure as she arches her hips.

“Oh! Rufus!” she screams, “Faster! Pl—please!”

I do it. I press just a little harder and circle faster. Faster.

She’s starting to buck her hips under my touch, head thrown back as she moans. My cock is only a few moments from bursting—I can’t take those moans from her! If she’s going to keep going, I’m going to cum right here and now!

Almost in one motion, I lean her down, whip her pants and panties off in one motion, and plunge in.

Sarah screams in pleasure, and her hands snap up and clench on my bare shoulders. She drags her nails down my back—the pain swirls with the arousal shuddering up my cock. I groan. The orgasm builds… builds—and then explodes into a white-hot wave of pleasure through my body. I roar triumphantly as I fill her, and Sarah cries out under me.

After a second, I sag, spent. I pull out of her, and Sarah gasps, her eyes rolled up into her head. I roll off her and lay behind her on the couch—barely any room for the two of us. I loop my arm around her, her warm back pressed against my slick front. Her hand holds onto me. She pants hard—I can feel her back heaving as she tries to catch her breath.

I kiss her bare shoulder.

“You lose,” I tease.

“Huh?” she pants.

“You didn’t get me to go down,” I purr, “I ended up on top again.”

“Ah, fuck,” she chuckles, “You’re right!”

“I told you I wasn’t going down that easy!” I laugh back.

She chuckles.

“Oh, I’ll get you some time,” Sarah murmurs. She snuggles into my arm and huffs a large, content sigh, “Sometime…”

“Well,” I purr, “you’re welcome to try anytime.”

Sarah chuckles. Then, her breathing slows. She falls asleep in my arm, cuddling it to her as she sleeps.

She looks so sweet when she’s asleep. Just so soft. I pull her closer to me, and I kiss the exposed part of her shoulder. After that, I just rest my face against her and join her in a deep sleep.

***

A sharp buzzing rings through. Sarah’s body, sprawled over my naked form, gives a flinch.

“Ugh…” She groans, “What’s that? Stop it!”

She leans up, pressing her hand on my chest as she heaves herself into a sitting position. I also sit up and see my phone on the side, ringing away. As I watch, I miss the call.

“It’s my phone,” I answer Sarah, sliding out from underneath her.

She groans and cuddles up under the blanket as I leave. I walk and check my phone.

“Oh,” I say.

“Mm. What?” she groans.

“Remember how I wasn’t supposed to stay here overnight?” I say, “Well, it looks like the Candara team aren’t very happy with me.”

As I look through my locked phone, I can see a text from almost everyone, with various levels of urgency in their words. Whether it’s a mocking text from Kaius, a pleading text from Milo, or a formal command from Evander, everyone’s saying the same thing: Cyrus wants you back now.

As I read them through in detail, I realize why they’re freaking out: Cyrus and Evander are supposed to leave for the council this morning!

Damn, I promised I would be back!

“Uh, I’m really sorry, Sarah—I promise this isn’t about you,” I say apologetically, “but they need me back right now.”

She groans, and I hear her get up.

“Really?” she says, “Now? What time is it? Is it late?”

I check my phone.

“About ten past eight.”

“What?!” she yelps, standing up from the couch, “Eight in the morning? Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure,” I answer, “I don’t think you get that kind of sunlight at eight in the evening.”

“Oh, god!” Sarah starts running around, grabbing items of clothing, “I was supposed to turn up to my shift at six!”

She darts across the room and grabs her phone.

“Ah! It’s dead!” she growls, “No wonder I didn’t wake up!”

She yanks on both her underwear and pants. As she does, she grunts: “Ow!”

“What’s up?” I ask.

“Something in my pants pocket jabbed my thigh,” she grunts, rooting around in the pocket.

Sarah spends a second ferreting around in her pocket but then pulls it out and barks a laugh. Before I can question anything, she hands me something.

“Here,” she says.

“What’s this?”

“It was what was sticking me in my leg,” she says, “It’s the ring. I don’t know if it’s yours or if it’s a relic, but here you go.”

She presses it into my hand. A deep shiver runs through me.

“Thanks,” I answer.

“I need to get to work,” she says, then looks at me and pauses.

I wait for a second, and she keeps staring at me, thinking. She makes her decision and leans forward. I wait for her, and her lips touch mine for a second.

After the kiss, she leans back.

“See you later,” she says.

“Yeah. See you later,” I say back.

With that, Sarah leaves the house. That last part… it really felt like a proper marriage for a second there.

I look down at the ring in my hand—the one she found in the cave. My heart drops when I look down at it.

It’s not my ring—I can tell that right now. But it shines in my hand, a dull copper, sending shivers through me the longer I look at it.

Oh, my god. It’s a relic. She actually found a relic! I have to tell everyone right now!

I’m sure the relic will soften the blow of my turning up so late…


Chapter 14 - Sarah

My heart is in the pit of my stomach when I show up so late to work—it’s the first time it’s ever happened. But it all goes better than expected, probably because it is the first time it’s ever happened. There is one thing that seems to distract everyone more than my being late:

“I can’t believe the sheriff has shown up with a hickey!” Ben cackles.

“I know!” Will answers back, “Who do you think it could be?”

“It has to be one of the boys at Miller Mansion,” Ben says, “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“Officers!” I call from my desk, “I can hear you! If you’re going to gossip about your boss, you might want to think about keeping it down!”

Both their heads drop down, and they look back to their computers.

“Sorry, Sheriff,” Will says meekly.

“Yeah. Sorry,” Ben adds.

I try to look back to my own monitor, looking at the report I’m typing up. But I know those two aren’t the only ones who noticed the hickey Rufus left on my neck—and yes, they make a good point; the culprit being one of the newer residents at the Miller Mansion is the only thing that makes sense.

I suppose I didn’t think I’d be able to hide this relationship forever—but I didn’t think at all about it. I was trying to deny it to myself the day before yesterday. What do I do now? There’s no way the news of the hickey isn’t going to become town gossip. But… I suppose at least I’m not the first single lady to get together with the strangers (as far as the town is concerned) at the Miller Mansion. Lena was the first, so she probably bore the brunt of the town’s curiosity and gossip. Julie was the next one, and now me. I should definitely ask those two how they dealt with that.

Hell, I should ask them how they dealt with all of this. This sudden love that’s just overwhelmed me, being independent and uninterested one moment, and crazy in love the next. They’re the only ones who will truly understand, I’m sure.

I should text them both. Ask to meet up just so I can begin to understand everything that’s going on—before the town has fully gotten a hold of the gossip about the hickey on my neck and the bridge ladies start shuffling over to me, asking for comment.

I reach over toward my phone, and—a flash. There’s a flash over my vision.

What? What happened?

I blink hard. There’s another flash.

Am I going to pass out?

A third flash happens. But this time, it doesn’t just pass me by. My vision bleaches white, and I get a crawling feeling of dread up and down my body. I suddenly feel like something’s wrong. Something’s very, very wrong.

When my vision clears, I’m looking at Merl. He’s swaying back and forth, standing in front of a stop sign. There’s a man in front of him, I think he works at the butchers, I think? There’s a lot of posturing between the two of them. The man is bracing himself, glaring, his nostrils flaring, his arm flexing, and his fist rising. Merl sways a little more but points a drunken finger at the man. The other man points a finger right back. Merl stumbles forward and shoves the man. The man stumbles back, and he says something, shaking his head. Merl swings a haymaker at him. The man steps back from Merl’s swing and then steps in closer. He punches back and clocks Merl in the face. Merl’s head rocks backward, but the man isn’t done. The man catches him by the shirt and launches a few more punches into Merl’s face. Merl’s nose is bleeding. More blood flies and—

I blink. I’m back at my desk. I’m staring at my monitor. Nothing’s happened.

Wait… what?

There’s nothing but typing around me. I look around. No one seems to have noticed a damn thing.

What just happened?

I get up from my desk. I scan the police station, and everyone’s just working away. Seems even the gossip of my hickey hasn’t distracted them too much. That’s good, but… what was that I just saw then?

I start walking to the window in the office and peer out. It’s the same as it always has been. But when I look down, right toward the end of the street, I see the old junction—with its stop sign.

Oh, crap. No way.

As I watch, I see Merl meander from the far left. He wavers back and forth in his typical drunken manner and comes to rest by the stop sign.

What’s going on? How did I predict Merl standing by that exact stop sign?

I should stop standing here, gawking. If this is some magic shit, then it’s a good guess that the man who’s going to beat Merl up is coming shortly.

“Sorry, Guys,” I call to the other officers, “I have to go outside for a second. Hold down the fort, will you?”

“Sure, Sheriff!” Will calls to me.

They share some kind of knowing glance, but I don’t have any time to correct them that it’s not a personal call. I need to go now.

***

As I walk out the front of the police station, I see Merl, still hovering drunkenly by the stop sign. I keep my eyes peeled as I half-jog up to Merl. At first, everything seems normal. But as I start to get closer, I see a man determinedly striding toward Merl.

“Hey! Merl!” the butcher yells, “Don’t walk away from me, you old drunk!”

Oh, damn.

I break into a faster sprint as Merl bumbles around on the spot to face the man.

“What?” Merl slurs.

“You don’t get to walk into my shop and do that shit!” the butcher snaps, “Do you understand just how much that was worth?!”

“Oh… what?” Merl asks.

The butcher finally reaches him. He is furious.

“That fridge you fell into was thousands of dollars, and it’s completely broken! Do you have any idea how long it’s going to be before I can get another fridge like that?!” the butcher screams, “And that’s not to mention all the product you spilled everywhere! Do you have any idea how much that was all worth?!”

The butcher braces himself, fists flexing. Merl’s unfocused eyes blink a few times at the man.

“You don’t get to just walk away from me!” he snarls, “I know you’re worth more than you pretend you are, you old drunk, so you’re paying for every cent of what you destroyed!”

Merl points a finger at the angry butcher.

“You… I do not… I didn’t do that!” Merl protests drunkenly.

“I saw you!” he snarls, “I watched you fall right into that fridge and wreck it all!”

The butcher jabs a finger back at Merl.

“And now, you worthless, drunk asshole, you’re going to write me a check right the hell now for everything you destroyed!” he growls.

“You can’t make me do that!” Merl slurs, “I didn’t do anything—you can’t blame me for that!”

“No,” the butcher says, “We’ve all had enough of you, Merl. Every one of us. You’re not getting away from this.”

Merl is bristling, but I sprint up and put myself in between them.

“Guys! What’s going on?” I ask.

Merl recognizes me first.

“This asshole keeps saying I destroyed… uh… something!”

“My fridge!” the butcher says, before looking directly at me, “Sheriff, this drunk dumbass fell into my front-facing chilling cabinet and smashed a huge hole in it! Then, pretty much everything I cut that day just starts falling out the hole—all that meat just landing on the floor. I can’t sell any of that now, and the cabinet itself is thousands of dollars—I don’t even know how he got through that glass! I then told this asshole that he needed to pay for all of it, and he turned and ran away!”

I nod, but I’m only half concentrating.

If this was exactly like my vision, the fisticuffs should have started by now… it was all very accurate until I walked in…

I saw the future. Then I changed it!

“I don’t remember doing that!” Merl slobbers.

“You don’t remember anything you did five goddamn minutes ago, you worthless drunk!” the butcher snarls back.

“Hey, Guys, Guys!” I say firmly, “We need to calm this all down!”

“Sorry, Ms Sheriff,” Merl drawls.

The butcher grunts.

“Right. Give me a chance to figure this all out,” I tell them both. I look at the butcher, “So, you’d like to press charges, I’m assuming?”

He gives an angry sigh.

“No! I don’t want to have to deal with all the police processes and stuff—I just want him to pay for what he broke and never step foot in my store again!”

“Right,” I say calmly, “Well, we can do that, but shouting at Merl when he’s drunk and belligerent isn’t going to help anything. He’s not in the right frame of mind to understand you. Do you have CCTV in your shop?”

“Yeah,” the butcher replies, “They caught everything, I’m sure.”

“Okay, then,” I say, “Burn me a copy of that CCTV and send it over to me. I’ll take Merl home now, and once he sobers up, I’ll drop by and visit him later. Then, I’ll get him to pay for everything, and if he doesn’t, we’ll look to press charges. Is that acceptable to you?”

The butcher thinks hard and then nods.

“Yeah. I’m also banning him from my store, so if he turns up again, I’m calling the cops,” he grunts, “Tell him that when he sobers up.”

“I will,” I reply, “If you go back to your shop now, I’ll deal with Merl. If I’m not back to talk to you later, then another officer will be.”

The butcher nods at me again. His face has softened a lot.

“Thanks, Sheriff,” he says.

“No problem,” I answer.

He turns and starts walking away. I turn my attention back to Merl. He’s just been staring into space for a while, and I look at him.

“Merl?”

He blinks back to awareness and smiles.

“Hey, Ms Sheriff,” he drawls.

“Come on, Merl,” I say, putting my arm around him, “Let’s get you to the car, and then we’ll get you home, okay?”

He smiles.

“You’re a sweetheart, Sheriff,” he slurs.

I know he doesn’t remember a thing, and there’s a little part of me that almost feels bad that he’s so pleased to see me now—and I’m going to have to drop into his home later and tell him he owes the butcher thousands of dollars or risk being arrested.

But it could have been worse. I know for a fact it could have been.

That’s something else I need to talk to Lena and Julie about—because if I’ve heard right, they’ve started developing some magic of their own. If I’ve started having visions, I feel like I need to know if this is normal or not.

The dragons ought to know as well. Lena and Julie seemed to get them after being with their dragons… I wonder if being with Rufus is what sparked it.

As his name rings through my mind—there’s a white flash.

I see him. Rufus, in his dragon form. He’s in the snow somewhere, struggling, snarling, and writhing under the grip of a blood-red dragon. I don’t recognize this one—but as I watch, I see the beast surge down and bite into Rufus’s throat. It wrenches back, and blood spurts out of Rufus’s neck. Rufus gurgles a little bit, wincing in pain. Then he falls into the snow, the frozen water flooding scarlet under where his poor head lays.

“Rufus!”

“Sheriff?” Merl slurs.

I blink and come back. That’s right; I’m on the street, walking Merl home.

But… I need to go. I need to go now.

I click down on the radio button.

“Will? Are you there?”

It takes a second, but the device buzzes to life:

“What do you need, Sheriff?”

“Merl’s right outside the police station right now. Can you drop him off, please? I have to go.”

“Where are you going? There aren’t any calls in right now,” he questions.

“I just have to go, Will. Can you take Merl home in a cruiser?”

“Copy that. I’ll be right outside.”

“Thanks,” I say briefly, “I’ll be back soon.”

With that, I look to Merl:

“Okay, Merl, I need to go,” I say, as slowly as my panicked self can manage, “Can you wait here for Will?”

“Will…” He slurs, “He’s a good lad…”

“Yeah, he is. Wait here for him, okay? Wait here!” I insist, starting to run off.

I’m already sprinting before he can respond. I’m just flying across the ground like I’ve got the springs in my legs, hurtling toward my car.

God, I hope I have more time than my last vision!

If not, Rufus could be dying right now! I can’t lose him! Not so soon after falling in love!

Please let me get there before he dies!


Chapter 15 - Rufus

“That’s incredible,” Cyrus murmurs in awe, twisting the ring back and forth between his fingers, “And it was just down in that cave? Not hidden, not buried in the rock?”

“That’s what Sarah said,” I reply, “She just found it loose in the cave after Roscoe took it.”

Evander stares at the ring for a moment.

“So…” Evander says, “is this why Eclipse might have captured Sarah? She was carrying a relic?”

“No,” I answer, “She only got it yesterday when she went down into the cave. She was trying to follow Roscoe and only went down into the cave yesterday. Apparently, there’s all sorts of treasures in there.”

“So, Eclipse still kidnapped Sarah for an unknown reason at this point?” Cyrus clarifies.

“Yeah,” I answer, “The relic’s a different thing.”

“And Roscoe was just walking around with this?” Cyrus asks.

“Apparently,” I reply.

He turns it back and forth, scanning his eyes over the band and the copper diamond stuck on top of the ring. He turns and looks around.

“Kaius?”

Kaius steps forward. Cyrus offers him the ring.

“Take this to Julie,” he orders, “Let’s see what she can discover about it with her history knowledge or her visions.”

“Yes, Alpha,” Kaius answers, pocketing it.

“Right,” Cyrus then says, “So, the meeting with the council is coming up, and Evander and I can’t miss that. We need to figure out exactly why Eclipse is kidnapping Greyson Ridge residents. But we can’t leave this hole open to the air in the meantime—especially if it’s as wide and full of relics as Rufus says it is. We need to be careful about how we split up. Our top priority is Lena, Julie, and the map, but I think it could be disastrous if we lose all the relics in that cave.”

Cyrus scans his eyes over us all.

“Rufus, you already know where the hole is, and Orion, you’re our best tracker,” he says, “So, you two will be the ones to investigate the hole. Milo, Kaius, are you two satisfied to stay behind and make sure the girls are safe?”

“I am,” Milo answers.

“Honestly, if you’d put me on reconnaissance duty, I might have argued,” Kaius says, “I need to make sure Julie’s safe if everyone’s splitting up.”

I can hear that growling, protective undertone in his voice. It’s so weird to think that a few days ago, I didn’t understand that fierce need to know your mate was safe, but now, it’s a second nature I recognize in myself too.

But that means—

“What about Sarah?” I ask, “Surely she’s the one at risk?”

Cyrus nods.

“You’re right,” he says, “Kaius, Milo, try and maneuver the girls closer to Sarah so they’re in your radius of protection. Perhaps set up in Lena’s shop so you’re closer to the police station.”

The pair of them nod.

“So, are we all agreed?” Cyrus says, “Everyone knows what they’re doing?”

We all nod.

“Yes, Alpha,” the Candara team chants.

“Good. Everyone get going.”

***

The snow crunches under our feet as we approach the hole again. It’s a huge gaping crater in the earth, filled with snow. I can see the boulder Sarah huddled under yesterday, complete with a lighter patch of snow where she’d been sitting, and it breaks my heart a little bit.

She must have been so cold in there…

“Rufus!” Orion snaps, “Don’t walk over all the tracks!”

“Oh. Sorry, O.”

I walk back. Orion crouches down and starts scanning the ground, his foxy face sweeping back and forth as he looks through the snow.

“Most of the interesting stuff is inside the cave,” I say.

“No,” Orion answers back sternly, “I need to know who’s been here.”

I hold my hands up.

“All right, Man. You do your thing.”

Sometimes, I don’t get Orion. We all have super senses, but O’s something else. I have absolutely no idea what he might be seeing around here, but his eyes are darting around like he’s looking at an artistic masterpiece with a hundred little details on it. Occasionally, he gets up, walks a short while, and then crouches down again. All I see is snow.

After a while of looking in silence, he gives a low chuckle.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Roscoe doesn’t seem to be very happy about what happened to his stash,” he says, “He showed up sometime early this morning, and padded around the perimeter probably about three times, and then walked off. Those footsteps are so slow and sluggish when he leaves, so I think he was slinking away really sadly.”

Orion laughs and stands.

“Poor little trash panda. I don’t think he could find a way back inside after the hole collapsed in on itself,” he chuckles.

“Oh, no,” I drawl sarcastically, “Poor little vermin, losing his stolen goods.”

“Ah, he’s all right,” Orion says, “I actually kind of like him.”

“You wait until Kaius decides it’s funny to have him steal your stuff,” I grumble.

“Nah, Bro,” Orion says, “I’m pretty sure you’ll always be the funniest target for Kaius to sic Roscoe on.”

I sigh.

“Ugh, you’re right.”

“You need to learn not to react, Man,” Orion says, “Seriously. Kaius wouldn’t find it funny if you didn’t react.”

“I know,” I groan, “It’s hard not to; he just knows how to piss me off.”

Orion chuckles again and shrugs.

“I really thought getting with his fated mate would calm him down a bit,” I grumble, “Get some energy out, you know?”

“He’s still Kaius, though,” Orion says playfully, “He’s always going to be a prick.”

I chuckle. Orion looks back to the snow, and his face drops.

“Wait…” He murmurs, “This is…”

Orion starts walking, eyes fixed on something I can’t see. As I follow along with him, I try to see what he’s looking at.

“If you’re following a set of human footprints, they might be Sarah,” I say.

“They’re not human…” Orion mutters in reply.

My heart drops.

“Wait, is that a dragon’s footsteps, then?!” I snap.

“I think so…” He answers.

“But Sarah was here alone here yesterday!” I yelp, “She could have been kidnapped again!”

“But she wasn’t,” Orion says briskly.

I suck in a deep breath. The panic which filled my throat just then…

“Right,” I say.

He keeps walking, eyes fixed on the floor. As I walk, my mind starts whirring. I feel like I can see it—Sarah in her little police uniform, staring down at the small hole, and an Eclipse dragon landing behind her and—

“Rufus!”

I flinch. Orion’s glaring at me.

“You’re stepping in the trail!”

“Sorry, O,” I answer.

“What were you even staring at?” he snaps.

“Oh… nothing,” I say, “I just… I was seeing Eclipse kidnap Sarah again.”

“Well, that didn’t happen, so get a grip,” Orion grumbles.

“Sorry,” I say again, “I can’t get her out of my mind. I don’t know how.”

“You need to do something about it!” Orion says, “I need you to concentrate, Man!”

“I’m not sure what to do about it!” I protest, “You don’t know what it’s like!”

“No, I don’t,” Orion sighs, “You need to talk with Cyrus and Kaius about that and figure it out.”

“I don’t know,” I answer, “I don’t know if they could help. The pair of them started acting real crazy when they first met their fated mates.”

“Well, they’ve both settled down now, haven’t they?” Orion says, “There’s got to be a way.”

“I guess,” I admit.

“Either way, I need you to concentrate,” Orion grunts, “I’m smelling an Eclipse member, and they were here recently.”

I try to snap into focus.

“Right,” I say, “Were they inside the cave?”

“No… it seems like they arrived from the sky in dragon form and landed on the edge of the hole,” he explains, “They hovered there for a while and then started walking back this way. I reckon they were getting in contact with someone.”

“How long ago was this?” I ask.

“I don’t know… maybe an hour,” Orion says.

“Shit, that recently?” I say, “If Eclipse is aware of the hole already, then we need to let Cyrus know before he and Evander leave for the council meeting! You want to stay here while I fly off to let them know?”

Orion stands and folds his arms.

“Hold on,” he replies, “I understand what you’re saying, but it might actually be dangerous for us to leave now,” he says, “They could come back at any moment, and if Eclipse gets a hold of those relics, it could be over. Maybe you should just call them and get Milo and Kaius over.”

“But then that leaves Sarah without any protection!” I protest, “Oh, and Julie and Lena too.”

“Yeah…” He mutters, “This has just become really complicated.”

He looks back down at the hole.

“I’ll stand guard here,” he says, “Try to get a hold of anyone and pass it over to Cyrus. We need to figure out what we’re supposed to do.”

I pull out my cell phone and give a light groan as I look at the screen.

“I’m not getting any signal this far in the forest; we should have brought some radios with the others.”

I stuff it back in my pocket.

“I’m gonna head out of the forest a bit to see if I can get a signal through.”

“Be careful,” Orion says, “We know Eclipse was here about an hour ago.”

“Okay.”

I start heading down. Soon, my footsteps crunching through the snow is all I hear, echoing through the forest.

I stop, and pull out my phone again: surely there’s some signal now?

Then, there’s another soft, crunching footstep. My heart drops.

I turn around—in time to see a blood-red dragon hurtle toward my face, teeth bared.


Chapter 16 - Sarah

The police cruiser whines as I punch the pedal all the way to the floor. The engine is whining, and the tires screech every time I turn a corner.

I don’t check the speedometer. I don’t care.

The only important thing right now is getting there on time.

I’m taking the corners up the mountain dangerously fast, feeling the back end of the car swing out as I take the corners. But even over the noise of the car, I start to hear grumbling in the air—it’s a snarling, like thunder rolling through the skies. Most people wouldn’t know it was dragons fighting—but I feel like I recognize one of those voices in my soul, even if it bypasses my brain.

Rufus!

I haul the car as far up the mountains as it can go, up until the roads themselves stop. Once I can’t drive anymore, I just wrench the car into park and throw myself out of the door. I don’t bother to stop the car or close the door. I just sprint. I run toward the roaring, the snapping, the sound of the draconic voices through the air.

Please don’t let me be too late! Please don’t let me be too late!

I’m getting closer. I can tell—I can feel the voices of the dragons through the air more than hear them now. It’s like a heavy bass shuddering through my chest cavity.

I draw my handgun and keep sprinting.

Then, I see a gleam through the forest, and I recognize the scales.

Rufus!

But I slow down as the blood-red scales follow where Rufus falls—my best advantage is the fact that they don’t know I’m here yet.

I follow along at a distance. Rufus is fighting back, but it’s not where I remember him dying. His dragon body is curled around a tree, and it wasn’t in my vision. I think I have a moment. I keep running forward but keep my footsteps as light as I can.

The blood-red dragon leaps on Rufus’s back, and my heart skips a beat. But Rufus rolls over and kicks the dragon off him, slithering away.

“How many of you are we going to have to kill before you leave Greyson Ridge alone?!” Rufus snarls.

I see him slightly limp as he walks past; I think he’s buying time.

The blood-red dragon bellows out a few barks of harsh laughter.

“Oh, you can’t think that Soleilus has enough members to protect this town forever,” the new dragon sneers, “If nothing else, we’re going to outlast you.”

I tread forward, getting slower and sneakier as I go. Soon, I close in on them, hiding behind a tree.

“I can’t wait until you’re all gone,” the Eclipse dragon jeers, “Every one of you. Did you really think a straggler clan like Soleilus could keep a powerful cradle of magic like this one away from any other clans? I can’t wait until the town is ours.”

The blood-red dragon stalks toward him, and Rufus limps away.

Then my heart clenches: that’s the place he got killed! It’s just about to happen!

I don’t have any more time. I aim my handgun at the blood-red dragon’s head. I pull the finger and open fire:

CRACK, CRACK, CRACK!

I see the rounds soar and hit the scarlet dragon at the back of his head.

“Ow!” he snarls.

But other than that, the bullets fall away, making tinkling noises as they plummet, hitting the scales as they tumble down. The dragon growls. Their nostrils flare, and plumes of hot air escape. Then the beast turns around, fixing serpentine eyes on me.

“You?” he snarls simply, “You did that?”

Shit. Those bullets did as much as a mosquito bite!

The blood-red dragon turns around, his mighty feet crashing into the snow and shuddering the ground as he swivels to meet me.

“ A human?” the dragon asks, “What is a human doing up here?”

“Sarah!” Rufus roars suddenly.

The blood-red dragon starts barking horrible, bitter laughter.

“You care about this one?” he asks, “Even better!”

The crimson dragon leans down to me. His wings spread, and his mouth opens. There’s a glow starting to build at the back of his throat.

Fuck!

There’s nothing else I can do—I point the gun at him and fire at the inside of his mouth. I pull the trigger a few more times.

CRACK! CRACK!

But as it hits the fleshy pink inside, the dragon suddenly cringes and rears back, roaring in agony. As he does, I see a shining gleam of scales behind his head.

In a moment, Rufus has sunk his teeth into the back of the dragon’s head. He screams. Rufus wrenches his head back and forth, and—SNAP!

With that, the dragon falls limp, falling like a tree and crashing into the snow. He’s suddenly very, very still.

But I can’t take the time to absorb what just happened—Rufus gets off the back of the fallen dragon, his eyes fiery:

“Sarah, what the hell are you doing here?!” he shouts, “It’s dangerous!”

At first, I freeze; I’ve never heard his voice that loud. But a moment after that freeze, my own retaliatory anger flares up:

“I’m out here saving your dumb ass!” I shout back.

“Get out of here!” Rufus shouts, “I can’t fight with you here!”

“I came to help!” I clap back.

“I don’t need your help—we don’t need any humans’ help!” he yells, “What was that about you letting us protect Greyson Ridge with you?! I can’t protect you when I have to worry about you like this!”

“Bullshit, you don’t need my help!” I roar, “You would have died if I wasn’t here!”

Rufus scoffs.

“Oh, yeah, sure!” he says sarcastically, “Not like we’ve been doing this for years!”

“You would have died!” I howl, “You would have died over there!”

I point to the spot, and Rufus frowns, looking for a moment before coming back to me.

“I saw it happen!” My voice cracks halfway through my scream.

Rufus misses his chance to clap back. He just leans back in surprise, blinking for a moment, frowning. I feel tears spring to my eyes, and I have to heave a deep breath.

“What?” he just says.

“Guys! Cut it out!” A new voice carries through the air a few moments before a large, dark dragon lands nearby.

At first, I flinch, but Rufus doesn’t react. The new dragon speaks again:

“There might be more! Don’t draw them over!”

That voice… I’ve never seen this dragon form, but I know that voice.

“Are you… Orion?” I ask.

The dragon looks at me, and even the serpentine form has that mysterious foxy face. He nods.

“Sarah,” Rufus says, “what do you mean you saw it happen?”

I swallow hard and look back at him.

“I saw you. It was… like a vision.” I try not to let my voice crack a second time, “I saw your neck being bitten out in some snowy place, so I got in my car and drove up here as quickly as possible.”

Rufus blinks and looks at Orion, who nods.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Orion says, “We have a third fated mate with visions!”

So it is normal…

“Anyway,” Orion grunts, “we need to tell the others that Eclipse was around the hole. The ones who battled us were the same ones I smelled pacing around—if we’re lucky, those are the only Eclipse members who know about this, but we can’t rely on being lucky.”

He looks at Rufus.

“Kaius and Milo should still be at Lena’s shop by the police station,” Orion says, “I think you ought to drop Sarah off there so those two can make sure she’s safe, and then go to Cyrus and Evander on the way back here.”

“Good idea,” Rufus says, “Are you going to be okay here by yourself, O?”

“I think so,” he says, “Those two are the only ones I smell around here.”

“Okay,” Rufus then says, “I’ll fly her off now. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Erm!” I bark loudly, “Excuse me! Don’t you boys want to hear what I think?”

Both dragons look at me.

“I took my cruiser here. Those things are tracked, so I need to bring it back,” I say, “Besides, if there’s a risk of Eclipse flying around here, surely we don’t want to take flight in case there’s an aerial ambush? They won’t be expecting you to leave in a car if they are still around.”

There’s a second where the pair are silent. Rufus looks at Orion, but Orion just nods a little, looking a touch impressed. He looks back to Rufus.

“She’s got a point; never in a million years would Eclipse expect us to drive away from a battle like this,” he says, “It genuinely might be safer.”

“Really?” Rufus sighs.

He almost sounds annoyed. I grin smugly at him.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t just fly? It’d be quicker,” Rufus says.

“And what? Abandon my car?” I ask.

“She’s got a point,” Orion says, “It’s a tracked car, so now she’s driven it up here, we need to bring it back down.”

“But what if they follow her car?!” Rufus protests, looking between us.

“It’s a police cruiser. It’s not my car,” I say, “If an Eclipse member were to follow me, he'd only follow me to the police station.”

“And what if they follow you from there?” Rufus challenges.

“The garage for the personal cars is underground,” I clap back, “They can’t follow me to my car unless they go into the police station. They won’t know which car is mine.”

“We’re wasting time here, Guys,” Orion says, “Rufus, go get in the police cruiser.”

“Who’s side are you on?!” Rufus snaps.

“Logic’s side,” Orion says, “And she makes a good point—she has a tracked car that needs to be brought down from the forest again. Eclipse will never expect us to drive away from this, and you’re going to the police station anyway. Just shut up and get in the damn car, Rufus.”

Rufus growls. I chuckle smugly, then look at Orion and give him a small nod. He just shrugs, but there’s a smile on that draconic face.

Rufus sighs again and shifts back into his human form. For a moment, I’m stunned by how gorgeous his naked form is. I just stare at his bare chest for a moment, the peaks and valleys of his abs, so strong I could chip a fingernail on it, I’m sure. I run my hands down the pinched muscle to his waist and—

Orion draws my attention by speaking:

“Okay, Guys,” he says, “Can we stop wasting time already?!”

Shit, I was staring!

Suddenly, Rufus is the one chuckling smugly. Suddenly, he’s acting like he’s the one who’s won. I feel a hot flush reach my cheeks. I sneer at him.

“All right, let’s get to the car already!” I snap, “Put a shirt on! I can’t have a naked man in my police cruiser!”

Especially not him. Not after that dream I had, or I might be too tempted…

“Yes, ma’am, Sheriff,” Rufus says, still with that cocky grin on his face.

“Okay, seriously, go,” Orion says, “This place is still dangerous—if the Eclipse members didn’t tell the clan as a whole about the cave, others might be here to check why its patrol isn’t back.”

“Okay, fair. We’re going,” Rufus says.

I gesture toward him and start leading the way. As I walk, Rufus darts in my way and starts striding in front of me.

“Hey!” I bark, “You don’t even know where you’re going!”

“I can trace your scent,” Rufus answers, then gives me a smug grin over his shoulder, “And I need to be in front of you so I can protect you, right?”

“Asshole,” I grumble at him.

He starts cackling as we walk away.


Chapter 17 - Sarah

When Rufus and I get to the car, we see it parked haphazardly, the front door splayed open, the engine still running. Rufus chuckles.

“Oh, Officer,” he says mockingly, “that doesn’t look very safe.”

“Oh, shut up,” I say, “I didn’t have any time to lock up when I had to save your stupid life.”

“Are we sure that thing is even going to take us down?” Rufus says, “I mean, what if it runs out of power halfway down and leaves us stranded?”

“Just get in,” I grunt.

I get into the driver’s seat, and Rufus gets in the other one. I snap in my seatbelt and hear him do the same. He shuts up for a moment, and part of the drive is peaceful. We’re about halfway to town when Rufus suddenly snaps again.

“I just can’t believe how irresponsible that was!”

“What?!” I snap back, “Excuse me?!”

“I mean, you’re a human!” he continues, “And you just walked into a fight between dragons?! Do you know how bad that could have gone?! You were probably three seconds from being burnt to death!”

“I don’t know if you noticed, but the fact that he reared back when I shot him is what gave you the chance to end it!” I snap back.

“I could have handled it!” Rufus growls.

“No, you couldn’t! I literally watched you die! Do you have any idea what that was like? I. WATCHED. YOU. DIE!” I slam the steering wheel with my fist in each word. “I had to watch you bleed to death in front of me! And you expected me not to do anything about it?!”

“I mean, do something about it,” Rufus replies, “but don’t make me watch you die!”

“Oh, yeah?” I say, “And what do you suggest I do about it, smart ass?!”

“I don’t know!” Rufus snaps, “Anything else than just blundering into the middle of a dragon fight! Shout or call someone or something!”

“I don’t think you understand what I mean when I say there was no time!” I clap back, “Last time I had a vision, I had a minute to get there before disaster happened! I didn’t have time to call one of the other dragons and hope he gets there before you had your throat bitten out!”

“Wait,” Rufus says, his voice simmering down, “you’ve had visions before?”

I’m panting from the argument—that same heat is crawling up and down me again.

Damn it, why do I enjoy these arguments so much?

The fact he’s now basically naked in my police cruiser doesn’t help either…

I shake my head and try to focus on my beating heart.

“Just one,” I say, “And it was this afternoon, but it was exactly right. So when I watched you die…”

I huff a stressful sigh.

“So when you watched me die, you decided to come join me, I guess,” Rufus says, flapping a hand.

I don’t answer for a second, concentrating as we drive back into town. Once we’re back on a familiar road, I smirk at him.

“You know what it is?” I sneer, “I think you just can’t handle the idea that I saved you.”

“What?” Rufus snaps.

“I know for a fact you would have died if I wasn’t there,” I say, “However, it turned out that just being there changed the future. You can tell me I’m irresponsible all you like, but I’m fine—I changed fate, I got a shot at the dragon, and that allowed you to finish the fight. I saved you.”

I grin, still staring at the road. We’re getting close to the police station now.

“I saved you,” I repeat, smirking, “and I don’t think your big dragon ego can handle that.”

“It’s not that!” Rufus protests.

“No? Then admit it!” I challenge, “Admit that I saved you.”

“Well, you say you did,” Rufus says, “But this is based on what, a vision that you suddenly had?”

He gives me a little grin.

“What if you’re the one whose ego can’t handle being saved?” he says, “I mean, from what I saw, you blundered in, shot a few times, which did nothing, and I had to save you. You never mentioned having visions before.”

“I only started having them today!” I insist.

We pass by the stop sign where Merl and the butcher had their altercation, and I point it out:

“That’s where I saw Merl getting the shit beaten out of him—and I had to step in to save him. That’s how I know the visions are right!”

“And did anyone witness this?” Rufus says mockingly, “Or did you just make up a second story to back up the first?”

I don’t answer for a moment, pulling up to the metal gates of the police station. I have to open the window and press my security tag against the gate. It clicks green, and the gate starts to open slowly. Once I have the window closed again, I snap back:

“I don’t lie about these kinds of things! The only people who saw were the other officers, and I wasn’t telling them I was having visions!”

“Oh, how convenient,” Rufus sneers.

We drive into the police station parking lot and then get out. The conversation peters out for a second as we walk out of the car and lock up. After we get to the door and I use my security tag to buzz us in, we walk in, keeping our eyes peeled.

“Will?” I call, “Ben?”

There’s no answer. I look over my shoulder at Rufus, still barely clothed, his impressive pecs the first things I see on him, and one thought comes to mind:

“Probably just as well they’re not here,” I grumble, “They’re already talking about that hickey you left on me last night. I hate to think what they’d say if they saw you walking in half-naked like a male stripper.”

Rufus cackles. I turn around to him.

“Weren’t you supposed to be going somewhere else?” I say, “Or do you think I’m going to have to save you again?”

“No, no!” he laughs, “I still think I saved you, but Ms Strong Police Officer can’t swallow her pride to admit it! You’d have been burnt to a crisp if I hadn’t stepped in.”

“Oh, please! You wouldn’t have gotten that far if I hadn’t come—I’m telling you!”

He steps closer. For a moment, all I see is endless abs. I have a mad urge to put my hands on that skin, feel how warm it is… Again…

We’re alone… I have an office in the back where Will and Ben couldn’t just walk in.

“Sheriff,” Rufus purrs, “my eyes are up here.”

I tear my eyes from that glorious chest and up to those stunning green eyes. My stomach does a cartwheel when I see him looking at me like that…

I jab a finger into his chest. Oh! He is so warm…

“I saved you,” I murmur, “Admit it!”

“No,” Rufus laughs, “I saved you!”

That finger on his chest slinks down until I’ve spread my entire palm over his pec. His skin is soft and heated under my hand. Oh, god, he smells so good… I brush my hand down that glorious body, and I tingle with anticipation.

“Sheriff,” Rufus chuckles at the back of his throat, “that’s sexual harassment.”

I laugh breathlessly.

“Oh, shut up. And come here!”

I reach up on my tiptoes, slink my arms around his neck, and press my lips on his. The spicy taste spreads through my mouth before his tongue dips in and caresses me from the inside. I give a light moan against his kiss.

His hands wander, taking a thick handful of my ass and giving it a squeeze. A little coil of pleasure twinges inside me. God, I want him.

I break from the kiss.

“You know… my office has a lockable door…”

Rufus gives a naughty chuckle. Both his hands snap to the back of my thighs, and he hitches me above his waist like I weigh nothing. I can feel the tent he’s pitching grinding into me, and I shiver in pleasure. I hold on around his neck, and he carries me through to my office. Once we’re at the door, he tries to lean back and free up one of his hands so he can unlock the door. I wriggle, and he drops me. I have the keys on a retractable keychain around my waist, and I stretch them out to unlock the door. They’re right next to the handcuffs on my belt…

I unlock the door, and we both slip in. I lock the door, and I turn around.

Rufus’s lips are on mine again—he’s swooped in for a kiss before I can think. His soft tongue embraces mine softly, spreading his musky taste through my mouth. When we break, I see the radiator at the left of my desk under the window, and I grin.

“We should get down from the window,” I whisper, “Just in case Ben and Will come back.”

Rufus smirks and then leans in for another kiss. As we kiss again, I start kneeling. He follows along. As he does, I unclip the handcuffs from my belt. As we get lower, I brush my hand over his hand. His hand turns around to try and link his fingers through mine, but I wriggle my hand out of his—and then grab his wrist and clip one of the handcuffs around it.

He breaks the kiss.

“What?” he laughs.

I pull the handcuffs over his head and clip the other half on the radiator by his head. After I have him trapped, I grin.

“Now,” I say triumphantly, “I’m going to have to be on top! Just like I told you, I was going to be!”

Rufus blinks at me, an aroused smile on his face. He looks at his handcuffed hand, forcing him to be on his back. He looks back at me with a wicked smile.

“I can break these cuffs, you know,” he purrs.

“I think you’d be more likely to break the radiator,” I answer, “And do you really want to pay for that? Or worse, explain it?”

Rufus looks away for a moment to consider it.

“Well, fuck,” he replies playfully.

“Yep,” I say triumphantly, “I’m either on top this time, or you leave unlaid.”

Rufus bites his lip, chuckling.

“But, officer, you haven’t read me my rights!” he teases, “I’m sure this is kidnapping!”

I laugh.

“You have the right to remain silent—so shut the hell up in case someone hears us!”

He chuckles back. I run my hands up and down his warm chest, and a rumble of a groan passes through him. I feel his erection get even stiffer, standing to attention. I creep my fingers around his waistband, crawling it down until it springs free. I loosely clasp my fist around it and drag it up and down a few times. I’ve fixed my gaze on Rufus as I do, and he stiffens. His eyes close, and his head drops back, a deep moan slipping out from his lips.

Those moans are so hot…

My body shudders when I hear him moan. I love it. I could listen to that forever. I lean down and take that warm, stiff cock into my mouth. I just drag my tongue up and down it, soaking him from head to balls, and once it’s sopping, I stand. Rufus stares at me with the same desirous, hooded gaze from my fantasy. I unbuckle my own pants and slide both that and my panties down. I settle down over him, thighs on either side of him. Rufus just gives a little whimper of anticipation as I crawl up. I almost want to go slower just to hear him moan and whine with desire as he waits.

It's such a turn-on, but I’m shivering in anticipation—plus, someone might walk in.

So I settle myself over that drenched dick and then slide on. Rufus already bucks under me as I wrap myself around him. His cock brushes the inside of me, sending shivers of hot pleasure through me with every inch he gives. Every drag sends a flicker of arousal up through my stomach, swelling inside my chest until I can’t breathe. My hands rest on his chest, nails biting into his skin. I use him to stabilize myself as I bounce, every flicker of pleasure building and building inside with every drag of his cock. I lean my head back and groan. Rufus moans under me, his strong hips thrusting under me, helping me out. His hands grab my ass and tighten. The orgasm is building inside me, pleasure like a swirling storm in me. I bounce harder, clutching his warm skin. His hands squeeze my ass. The pleasure is so hot inside me. I’m sweating. I’m gasping. I bounce harder.

“Oh, Rufus!” I stutter.

He moans under me again.

Oh, I can’t—I can’t… take it… anymore!

I feel the dam break, and I flood as the orgasm crashes through me, washing through my body and boiling in my mind. I scream as the arousal takes me.

It feels like it sucks all the energy out of my body. After the orgasm floods out and away, I lean on Rufus’s chest. It’s heaving under my hands, slick with sweat. I’m panting, too. I finally open my eyes again and take in the sight of Rufus, shirtless, smiling gently at me, shiny with sweat as he breathes heavily.

I laugh lightly. I heave myself off him, and Rufus sits up, the handcuffs clinking. His arms wrap around me, and he kisses my neck.

“Now,” I laugh lightly to him, “that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“I admit it,” he chuckles back. “You got me to go down. It was pretty damn great.”

“Great,” I tease, “Now admit that I saved you!”

Rufus kisses my neck.

“You saved me,” he says, “Not from the dragon earlier—you were still irresponsible there.”

He plants a kiss on my jawbone.

“But you have saved me,” he murmurs, “In a way, I… don’t think I can explain to you.”

I don’t know what to say to that. Instead, I just turn my head to meet his lips and kiss him again.


Chapter 18 - Rufus

“Sarah?” I call, “Seriously, now, I need to get going to warn the others about the battle with Eclipse.”

“Yeah, okay,” she shouts back from inside the bathroom, “I’m almost done!”

She went in there soon after the sex ended, saying she needed to sort her uniform out. I suppose she is still on duty, and a police officer can’t go walking around looking like she’d just had a good, hard dicking.

I chuckle to myself.

There really was a new side to the Sheriff! I’d never have imagined Greyson Ridge’s respectable sheriff having a dirty sex session in her office—and I was the one who brought that out of her!

Aside from the post-orgasm rush, I’m grinning in an odd sort of pride. There’s something almost flattering knowing she behaves so differently around me; it must make me special in some way.

Sarah gets out of the bathroom, still fixing her hair. It’s shocking how normal she looks after what just happened—she cleans up well, I suppose.

But the most startling change is how her expression has changed back to work mode. When she looks up at me, it’s like what just happened has been forgotten already.

“I’ve been thinking about something,” Sarah says, “Before you go, I want to ask you something—seriously now.”

My stomach drops a little.

“Yeah?” I ask.

“That Eclipse dragon said that they’re planning to make this town their own,” she says, “Do you know what he meant by that?”

“I don’t know,” I reply, “But I think it’s just posturing. They’ve been talking among themselves about taking over Greyson Ridge for a while.”

“Okay,” Sarah answers, her police tone back, “But they tried to kidnap me earlier. Have they ever done that before?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I answer, “It’s just you so far. That’s why it’s important that I’ve dropped you off in Kaius and Milo’s radius in case something happens.”

“Right,” Sarah says, “So, I’m guessing they’re aiming for fated mates of the Candara team?”

“We don’t know,” I reply, “That’s something Cyrus and Evander are going off to investigate.”

Sarah nods a little.

“Okay. Just clarifying,” she says, “So, we don’t really know why they did what they did before, then?”

“We’re going to find out,” I tell her, as assuring as I can be, “I promise you. We will find out why they kidnapped you. You don’t need to worry.”

Sarah just nods at me.

“Right,” she says stonily, “And what do you think I should arm myself to protect myself with?”

“What?” I ask

“The handgun was only effective when I shot the dragon in his mouth, so dragons aren’t immune to bullets,” Sarah says, “I imagine if I’d managed to land a shot in his eyes or nose, then they would have been effective as well. But if I’ve learned anything from this afternoon, it’s that I’m going to need something with a lot more firepower.”

“What are you talking about?!” I snap, “If this afternoon should have taught you anything, it’s that you shouldn’t be getting yourself involved with this kind of thing!”

“Well,” she answers sternly, “if I’m going to continue having visions of people in danger, I might not have much of a choice but to step in. I didn’t have enough time to warn anyone each time I’ve had visions before.”

“Look,” I plead, “I’ll admit it—you saved me. You saved me by distracting the dragon but you have to know that if you didn’t have the element of surprise, you would have been killed! That handgun did nothing to him, and if I’d been too weak, or I wasn’t there, he would have killed you!”

“Exactly. That’s why I need to have something with a bit more firepower to keep myself safe,” she says, “Perhaps an assault rifle.”

“No!” I yell back, “The only way to keep yourself safe is to keep away from all of this! Hide somewhere!”

“I can’t,” she answers, “If I have the power to see visions of danger, then I need to use that. I can’t just hide away and do nothing if I’m going to be forced to watch people get killed. I have to save their lives, Rufus.”

I growl in frustration. I see her steel over when she hears me snarl under my breath. I rake my hands through my hair.

“You are so infuriating!” I answer back after a moment, “How do you think this is supposed to work?! I don’t think any kind of gun you could hold would protect you against a dragon, and I can’t bring you into the fights with me!”

“I wouldn’t expect you to protect me,” she answers, “And I wouldn’t even expect you to bring me into fights. What happened today—hopefully—won’t be what I always have to do.”

“Good,” I say.

“But,” she presses, “they did kidnap me, and we don’t know why. There, I wasn’t doing anything. I wasn’t getting involved with dragons in any way.”

Sarah steps closer, her green eyes flinty.

“They came to me. I wasn’t doing anything except a regular police patrol.”

“I understand that—” I start, but she cuts over me.

“And we don’t know why,” she says, “Which should tell us that I need to be able to protect myself at all times. If I’m going to get attacked randomly, then I will need to be able to fight them because I’m not going to run and hide.”

“Sarah, you need to leave it to us,” I snap, “You can’t protect yourself with guns—the only thing you can do is let us keep you safe.”

I step closer to her and put my hand on her arm. She doesn’t completely lose her professional air, but she does soften a little.

“We… I can’t protect you when we’re in the middle of a fight,” I say, “But we can keep you safe if you let us. Stay with Lena and Julie, and we can protect all of you together.”

Sarah shakes her head. Then she shakes my hand off her arm.

“Sarah—”

“Am I just supposed to give up everything?” Sarah asks, “Am I just supposed to give up being a police officer? Being Greyson Ridge’s only sheriff?”

Finally, she breaks her professional air altogether and starts begging:

“You know what this means to me, Rufus! You know how hard I’ve worked to get here, how much I’ve wanted to help people around here! And now I’ve developed visions for people in danger—something that can help me help people more than ever—and you’re telling me I need to hide away?”

“It wouldn’t be forever. Just until the danger’s passed,” I plead, “Once we deal with Eclipse, you can go right back to your life as it was before.”

Sarah covers her face and groans in frustration.

“This is what I was scared of!” she snaps, “Losing everything because I dared to get together with someone!”

“Oh, please!” I shout back, “You don’t know what it’s like to lose everything if you think this is it! Not being a police officer for a few months is not going to kill you! But Eclipse?! They will kill you, and I can’t lose another woman I love, Sarah!”

She pauses. We both pant for a moment, and it truly hits me what I’ve just said.

“What?” she murmurs after a moment.

I’m faced with the choice. In the end, I swallow and reply:

“I love you,” I say, “I can’t lose you to Eclipse, Sarah. I just can’t.”

Sarah just stares at me for a moment. Her green eyes are wide, her rose pink lips just a little wide, like she’s thinking about answering, but she can’t find any words.

I step forward.

“This is serious,” I murmur, “This isn’t me trying to underestimate you or how amazing you are. I just know what Eclipse is capable of. Please, please let us protect you. Let me protect you.”

She still doesn’t seem to know how to respond. I put both my hands on both her shoulders. Sarah finally says something:

“I—I’m sorry.”

“For what?” I ask.

“For your loss,” she answers.

A fresh wave of pain rolls through me. I take a breath.

“I’m okay,” I lie, “It was a long time ago.”

I rub my hands up and down her arms.

“It’s you I’m worried about now, Sarah,” I say, “Let us protect you. Just for a short while.”

Sarah’s face has softened. She doesn’t look happy, but she doesn’t look indignant anymore. Sarah looks at the floor, taking a second to think. Then she looks up and nods at me.

“Okay. Fine,” she says quietly.

I lean down and kiss her forehead. Her hand reaches to my lower back and rubs up and down.

“Thank you,” I murmur, “I promise we’ll work as fast as possible so we don’t disrupt your life too much.”

“Well, you ought to get going and talk to Cyrus about what happened, then,” she answers.

I break, and she’s looking away.

“I guess you’re right,” I reply.

“I’ll join you after my shift,” Sarah says.

I can’t read her expression, and it does worry me a little bit. Has this woman never had anyone tell her they love her before?

But either way, I break from her, and start heading toward the door of the police station. I look back at her.

“Sarah.”

She looks up at me. I try to say the L word again, but the coldness in her gaze makes me think twice.

“I—stay safe.”

I quickly take my leave.


Chapter 19 - Sarah

As soon as my shift is over, Lena texts me, and the entire gang shows up to help escort me over to the Miller Mansion—Lena, Julie, Kaius, and Milo.

I drive my own car, but the others escort me, hovering a few car lengths behind. I am lucky that the rest of the day in the station was quiet because Rufus’s voice keeps running through my head: “I love you. I can’t lose you to Eclipse, Sarah. I just can’t.”

I’m numb. I don’t know what to make of that.

He loves me? But… it’s so soon…

I’d just gotten used to the idea of giving in to our urges and enjoying the sex, but now he’s dropped this… It's intimidating. When I look at our entire recent history together, I suppose it’s not the most sudden thing, but it feels like it’s come from left field, and the pressure is immense.

My mind is whirring as I arrive at the Miller Mansion. The others are stepping out of the car as I pull up. I put the car into park, and just sit for a moment, staring into space.

Do I have to say it back now? Do I feel it, though? Do I love him? What do I tell him if I don’t?

But just as I’m starting to get myself in a spiral—something flashes in front of my eyes.

Wait, a vision? Now? What’s happening?

When my vision clears, I’m… in my bathroom? Alone? What?

There’s no one else in here. It’s just me. What trouble’s happening? I thought I only had visions about trouble…

After a second, my stomach hurts. A pulse of worry moves through me.

It’s… my stomach? That’s the trouble?

For a long moment, I don’t understand. I’m sick? That’s the trouble?

Then, a thought hits me. Wait a minute…

A loud banging draws my attention. It rips me out of the vision I’m having, and I look out the window to see Kaius. He gives me an exaggerated shrug, and I get out of the car.

“What’s the hold up, Sarah?” he asks.

“N-nothing.” I grunt, “Long day at work.”

He gives another shrug, and we both start heading towards the mansion. I don’t want him telling Julie anything, because I… I don’t know what to make of what I’ve just seen.

I wonder if I can ask Lena for a pregnancy test subtly…

We get to the front door and Rufus and Orion open it to greet us. As I’m getting out of the car, I hear Milo call to them:

“So, what’s the emergency?”

“Come inside,” Orion says, “We need to discuss this at length. Cyrus and Evander had to leave, so we have a situation.”

The meeting at least distracts me from my current thoughts, but it has a dark tone underlying it. Orion seems to be the de facto leader when both Cyrus and Evander are away, and he leads the meeting in a grim tone.

“So, that’s what the situation is,” he says.

Kaius and Milo are silent for a moment. Julie looks between Lena and me anxiously. Lena is the one to speak first:

“Cyrus said he was going to be back in a couple of days.” She says, “Do you think we can wait that long before investigating the cave?”

“Not sure,” Orion replies, “But I don’t like how the last fight went. If Eclipse knows the importance of that cave, then they’ll be sending much more than two dragons to claim it, and we can’t fight off that many. Besides, Cyrus has made it clear that keeping Lena and Julie safe is our top priority.”

“So, we might have to sacrifice the cave?” Rufus says, “That’s what you’re saying?”

“I think so,” Orion says, “If Eclipse throws everything they have in claiming the cave, then we’d have to respond with all of Soleilus. Not only do we not have the power to do that without the Alpha, I have to wonder if it’d be worth it.”

There’s a little pause between us all. Kaius looks at Julie.

“How far along are you in making the map, babe?” he asks her.

She responds with a little surprised Oh and pushes her glasses up her nose before she answers:

“I have covered a good amount of the town. Maybe… 70% of the West side?”

“And you’ve found some areas where there might be keys, right?” Kaius asks.

“A few,” she answers.

“And the cave isn’t on the map yet, right?” he presses.

“Um… no, sorry,” Julie murmurs, “I haven’t got to that side of town yet.”

Kaius places a hand on the small of her back with a soft smile.

“It’s all right,” he says, then looks to Orion, “So, Julie’s been working on the map, and we have some other places that might be even better than the cave. Say we have to hunker down and wait for Cyrus to come back, and Eclipse gets the cave. We probably still have a chance to fight back as long as we have the map.”

There’s a murmuring among everyone for a second.

“I agree with Kaius,” Milo says, “Our job is to protect Julie, Lena, and now Sarah. Even if they capture the cave, even if there are more relics in there, we can try to get them back later. We can do something about that. But if something happens to someone’s fated mate… that can’t be undone.”

Rufus’s voice rings through my head again: “I can’t lose another woman I love, Sarah!”

I look over at Rufus. He’s not meeting my eye—almost pointedly so.

“So, we’re gonna hunker down here until Cyrus and Evander get back, then?” Kaius says.

“Yes,” Orion says, “Let’s not leave here until they return. We stick together.”

“So,” Kaius says, looking back at Julie as he speaks to Orion, “we have the evening to ourselves in here, then?”

Julie breaks out into giggles, flushing bright red. Orion gives the smallest sigh and replies.

“Yeah.”

Suddenly, I feel Rufus’s green eyes beaming into me. I match his gaze.

“Are you okay with staying here for the night?” he asks me.

It's a simple question, but I feel it in my soul. I just nod at him, and Rufus smiles lightly and nods back at me. I just spend a second staring at his soft smile—the way the corners of his jade eyes crinkle and how his freckles are suddenly visible.

Again, his voice in my head: “I love you.” Then, the vision flickers through my mind again.

I have to break his gaze, staring down at the floor.

God, I don’t know what to say to this man…

“So, we’re agreed?” Milo clarifies, “We’re all staying here and holding down the fort until Cyrus and Evander come back?”

“I think that’s the smartest move,” Orion says, “We’ll wait for the Alpha to come back before we make our next move about the cave.”

***

After the meeting, everyone breaks apart. Milo, Rufus, and Orion choose to stand guard on the porch—and by “stand guard”, they mean having a couple of beers and chilling. Kaius and Julie snuck off somewhere, and I think it’s in all our best interests not to follow them until they choose to come back on their own.

That leaves me and Lena on our own, which is fine by me.

“Can I talk to you?” I ask her.

Lena reads something in my expression and frowns lightly.

“Yeah, sure,” she says, “What’s up?”

We both sit on the couch, and I look around. I can see the dragons out the back, deep in their own conversation.

“Is it Rufus?” Lena asks.

“Yeah,” I murmur, “I don’t… Um…”

Why is it so hard to collect my thoughts? I can’t have pregnancy brain fog already, right?!

Lena’s staring at me hard, and my stomach drops; I lose my nerve.

“I… Rufus and I have… been getting together,” I start.

Compared to the pregnancy possibility, that’s no pressure in that conversation at all.

“We know,” Lena chuckles, “I haven’t seen you look at someone like that since we were teenagers.”

I smile wanly.

“It’s that obvious, huh?” I answer.

“If there’s one thing Julie taught me, it’s that this fated mate thing isn’t exactly subtle,” she says.

I chuckle weakly.

“So what’s the problem?” Lena asks.

“Just… Rufus… he said he loved me.”

She blinks, her eyes wide, but she looks excited.

“Oh, wow. How did that happen?”

“Well… we were arguing, and he just kind of blurted it out,” I answer.

Lena starts giggling.

“Of course,” she says, “Maybe I didn’t need to ask.”

I smile weakly.

“It’s fine,” Lena says, “I’m telling you, Cyrus used to drive me crazy when I first met him again. In a good way, though.”

“Yeah,” I say, “That’s definitely where we’re at.”

“What did you say after he said he loved you?”

A prickling fear crawls over my skin.

“Uh, I—I didn’t really say anything,” I answer, “I didn’t know what to say.”

“Oh,” Lena says.

She doesn’t say anything for a moment. My stomach turns for a moment, and then I face her.

“Lena, I don’t know what I’m supposed to say to that,” I plead, “Am I supposed to say it back? This was only supposed to be a fake marriage, and now…”

I shake my head.

“Well…” Lena says gently, “I know he does love you.”

I look at her through the corner of my eye.

“You should have seen him after the kidnapping. He was so scared for you,” Lena says, “Honestly, he convinced me right then and there that he loved you.”

“But I don’t know if I love him back, Lena!” I exclaim, “Am I supposed to say it back now? What if I don’t and I say it anyway? I can’t do that to him! I’d be leading him on, and I don’t want to do that!”

“Well, how do you feel about him?” she asks, “Be honest.”

“I don’t know!” I insist, “I mean, we’ve been getting together lately, and yeah, I’ll admit that it’s been great. Like, really great. He also rescued me a few times, and I’m really grateful for that, so I don’t want to hurt him. He’s an amazing person, Lena, and he doesn’t deserve to be strung along by me telling him I love him when I’m not sure…”

“He’s an amazing person, you say?” Lena says.

“Yeah,” I answer, “I really think he is. He’s brave and strong—and I respect anyone who stands up for the weaker person, you know?”

“Yeah, of course,” Lena replies.

“I mean, he drives me crazy sometimes,” I say, “but I know it’s because he’s trying to protect people—he’s just a stubborn ass about it.”

“Sounds like someone I know,” she says with a grin.

I smirk back.

“Oh, shut up.”

“Two peas in a pod,” Lena teases.

“Shut up!” I laugh.

We both giggle for a moment and then she asks again:

“Do you trust him?”

I think, then nod.

“Honestly? With my life,” I answer, “But how could I not? He’s saved my life a couple of times by now.”

Lena’s just grinning at me.

“What?” I ask.

She just keeps grinning, rolling her eyes a little.

“What?” I press.

“I don’t think you need to worry about telling him you love him back,” Lena says.

I lean forward and run my hands through my hair.

“I don’t know, Lena…” I murmur, “I hear what you’re saying, but… I’m not sure.”

“You probably won’t be,” she says, “To be honest, you’re never entirely sure about these kinds of things, Sarah. Trust me.”

I grunt lightly. Julie appears.

“Hi!” she says brightly.

She looks just a little flushed, but we don’t mention it as she settles herself on the other side of me on the couch, grinning widely.

“Julie,” Lena says suddenly, “random question.”

“Yeah?” she asks.

“Were you a hundred percent sure you were in love with Kaius when you first got together?” Lena asks.

Julie blinks for a moment in surprise.

“Why?” she asks.

“Just a random question—I’m making a point.”

She looks away for a second as she thinks and then answers:

“I… don’t know. It was a bit more spontaneous than that, to be honest,” Julie replies, “It was like… we were together before I knew it.”

She giggles.

“So I wasn’t really sure about anything!” she titters, “It all just happened!”

“Thank you,” Lena says, then looks at me, “It was the same with Cyrus and me. It was all a big whirlwind of emotions, and then we were in love.”

“What happened?” Julie asks, looking between us.

“Rufus confessed his love to Sarah,” Lena says before I can stop her.

“Oh, my god!” Julie says excitedly.

“I just… don’t know if I want to say it back,” I say.

“Then don’t,” Julie says, “Just because he says it doesn’t mean you have to say it back. I didn’t tell Kaius I loved him back right away after he told me he was falling in love.”

“You didn’t?” I ask.

“No, it was when I was ready,” Julie replies.

I nod. My stomach is still a little tight in anxiety, but I feel just a little bit better. Maybe I didn’t need to panic…

I look up. I can see the shape of Rufus through the door.

When I’m ready…


Chapter 20 - Rufus

“So,” Kaius says with a large smirk, “what were you and Sarah arguing about?”

“Huh?” I grunt.

“She’s looking at you funny,” Kaius chuckles, “Trouble in paradise?”

“Oh…”

I can’t help but hang my head a little bit. Kaius stops laughing. I see Milo elbow him with a sharp gaze, and Orion averts his gaze.

“Oh, okay,” Kaius says, “Is it actually bad?”

I look up, and I’m meeting the gaze of all four of them. I think for a moment and then beckon to Kaius. Kaius’s eyebrows raise up and he starts following me.

“Is he going to punch him in the face?” Milo whispers to Kaius.

“I ain’t stepping in, just in case he does,” Orion chuckles.

I walk far enough away from them so they can’t hear us anymore and then turn to Kaius:

“Okay, I need to be real with me for a sec, Kai,” I say, “Like, please, I need to talk to you seriously and no bullshit, no jokes—all right?”

“Oh, damn,” Kaius says, “All right.”

He's at least looking at me seriously. I have to suck in a deep breath before I confess to him:

“I told Sarah I loved her, and now she’s acting really cold with me,” I say, “And I don’t know what the fuck to do about it.”

“Oh, damn,” Kaius says again.

“I’m only talking to you because you also have a fated mate,” I tell him, “I don’t know what to do about it now. I just told her in the heat of the moment, and she… she hasn’t really talked to me since. I’m worried that I’ve ruined it. I went too fast, and I blew it.”

“Whoa, hey!” Kaius says, “Don’t plan your funeral before you die, Bro.”

He steps forward and puts a hand on my shoulder.

“I told Julie I was falling for her in the heat of a moment.” He gives a nervous laugh, “Not the best moment either, to be honest.”

“Yeah?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Kaius laughs a little sheepishly, “It was just after she’d been robbed. If I planned it better, I’d have picked a more romantic place to tell her, like a beach or a sunset or something—not her destroyed house after getting burgled.”

I chuckle a little bit.

“But you don’t get to plan these kinds of things, do you?” Kaius says, “Anything with your fated is just a rush—I don’t think any of us had a chance to plan a damn thing.”

“Right,” I reply.

“Look,” Kaius says, “don’t worry about it. I don’t know about Cyrus and Lena, but it wasn’t always smooth sailing for us. We might be fated, but that doesn’t mean it’s always easy. I was joking earlier, Rufus—Sarah didn’t look like she was angry at you.”

He sounds genuine, and for the first time, I relax a little bit.

“Are you sure?” I ask.

“Yeah, Man,” Kaius answers, “I really don’t think she’s angry with you.”

“What should I do then?” I ask, “She’s barely said a word since I told her I love her.”

“Don’t do anything,” Kaius says, “I mean, look at her over there, with the girls. She’s good.”

I do, and I can see the girls through the back window, all three of them on the couch together, laughing. Sarah’s doing that laugh I love… I can’t hear her, but I can hear that laugh in my head. The one where she tosses her glossy blonde hair as she throws her head back in laughter. I’ve seen and heard her laugh like that. I hope that at some point, I make her laugh that hard… Somehow…

“She’ll come back to you when she’s ready,” Kaius says, drawing my attention back to him, “That’s what Julie did, and we—”

He looks back to the window and bristles. I follow his gaze back to the girl. Julie has put a hand on Sarah’s shoulder, and something’s wrong. She’s clutching at Sarah’s shoulder, a thick fistful of her clothing. Her facial expression has dropped, her eyes wide and her mouth slightly agape. Her skin has gone pale. Sarah’s holding onto Julie’s shoulder in return, staring intensely. Lena’s now leaning over to check her.

I look back to Kaius—and I’m fairly sure I don’t exist anymore to him; it’s like a switch has flicked, and he’s off, sprinting toward the house after his love. I follow suit. As we both run toward the house, Orion and Milo are standing, braced.

“Milo!” I shout as Kaius bolts into the house, ignoring us all.

“What’s going on?!” Milo yells back.

“It’s Julie! Something’s wrong!” I say, “Come on!”

I see Milo snap into doctor mode, and he and Orion follow at my heels as we all crash inside the house. Kaius is already there, on his knees and holding Julie’s hands. But she’s smiling sheepishly; her color’s coming back, and when she looks at Milo and me, even more color floods her cheeks until she’s red as a cherry.

“Oh, no!” Julie exclaims, “I’m sorry! I’m okay, Guys! Really!”

Milo steps in front of me.

“What happened? Are you all right?” he asks, his stern doctor tone coming through.

“I’m fine, Milo! Really!” Julie insists, “I just had a vision. I… uh, I’ve never had one that intense before.”

She looks back at Kaius.

“I’m sorry I worried you,” she murmurs.

Kaius puts a hand on her cheek and smiles at her.

“It’s okay,” he replies, “I’m just glad you’re all right.”

“I want to look over her, just in case,” Milo orders.

He walks over and shoos Kaius away. Kaius reluctantly steps aside, and Lena moves from her spot on the couch and gestures to it. Kaius sits next to Julie as Milo clicks on his small flashlight and shines it in her eyes, asking his basic medical questions.

I walk up to Sarah.

“Are you okay?” I ask her.

Sarah just looks at me for a moment, then utters an incredulous laugh.

“Am I okay?” she asks.

“Yeah. That must have been scary to see Julie like that,” I say.

Sarah’s green eyes soften a little.

“I guess… but you do what you can when something happens, right?”

“But you’re good, right?”

“Yeah.” She smiles at me, “Thanks for worrying.”

Her soft smile prompts a smile of my own. Movement attracts my attention, and I see Milo stand up.

“I’m satisfied,” he says, “I think it was a false alarm—not a seizure or anything.”

“No, it was just a vision,” Julie insists, “I’d just never had one that real before. Sorry, I scared everyone.”

Julie gives an embarrassed laugh. Then, she opens her hand and reveals the copper ring.

“I was researching this ring, trying to see if the museum had any records on it today,” Julie explains, “I couldn’t find anything in our human records, so I think it is a relic. I could feel a vision coming about it, but the vision never really happened though, so I kept it on me. But then I brought it out of my pocket, and I put my hand on Sarah’s shoulder and… well, I guess the two together is what unlocked the vision.”

“What was the vision about, babe?” Kaius asks.

She smiles lightly and then turns to Sarah. She holds the ring out to her:

“This is yours,” Julie says, “That’s the main thing the vision told me.”

“What?” Sarah asks, “But I’d never seen this ring before I found it in the cave the other day. How is this ring mine?”

“I saw into the past,” Julie says, “and I saw a woman who looks so much like you, Sarah. I think it was an ancestor of yours, and she was using this ring to do… something. I think she was a witch.”

“A witch?!” Sarah asks.

Julie nods. She scans among the rest of us as she continues:

“But there’s more. I didn’t just see Sarah’s ancestor magically using the ring,” she says, “There was a dragon at her side.”

I stiffen. I look at Sarah, and she stares at me back. Then I look at Kaius and Milo, and they’re both aghast as well. Orion steps forward, his gaze intense.

“So, hang on,” he says intensely, “you’re saying our ancestors worked together?”

“That’s what I saw,” Julie replies.

“But that…” Orion says, “That’s just… we’ve never been in Greyson Ridge. We have no record of ever being in Greyson Ridge! That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I don’t know…” Lena pipes up suddenly, and everyone’s looking at her, “Gram’s notes included a letter saying that her notes are the only records of what happened. I haven’t finished going through everything she noted down yet, and I was focusing on the keys, but one thing that was obvious was that something happened in the past which was so large and dangerous that it was locked up with all these magical keys, and everyone agreed to forget about it for the safety of everyone else. If you dragons had no records of it, I wouldn’t be too surprised, to be honest.”

There’s a ringing silence after that bombshell.

“Do you think your Gram would have written what this thing is?” Orion asks.

“I haven’t gotten there yet,” Lena answers, “I would reckon she would. But there are boxes and boxes of notes here, so it’ll probably take me a hot minute to get to it. What I can tell you is that the keys and the relics are different. The keys are locking up something extremely dangerous, but the relics belonged to what Gram called the “circle of power”.”

Lena shrugs, then looks at Julie.

“I thought the “circle of power” was a spell of some kind, but what if it’s not?” she says to Julie, “What if it’s a group?”

Julie nods at her.

“That would make sense!” she says, “This ring is Sarah’s—it was how her ancestor’s powers were channeled. I know it. What if the other relics belong to other descendants of the circle of power?”

“We already have the amulet,” Lena says, “Maybe there’s someone we know who it may belong to! I need to get back to checking Gram’s notes—see if she mentions something about it or the dragons who were here before.”

“Right!” Julie says, “And I need to get that amulet and see if I can find anyone it belongs to!”

“It may belong to you,” Lena says, “You had your first vision holding it.”

“You’re right!” Julie says, “I need to try again!”

As the two girls talk excitedly among each other, I look at the other dragons. They’re still in shock somewhat, looking between each other. Eventually, Kaius speaks up:

“You know, all of us finding our fated mates in this tiny little mountain town suddenly makes a lot more sense if that’s true,” he says.

“You’re right,” Milo replies, “If this is true, then there’s a good chance all of this was fated—we were meant to come back because this is where we came from.”

“That’s just… weird,” Orion murmurs.

“I know,” I say, “And what a discovery to make while the Alpha isn’t here, right, Guys?”

That lightens the mood a little bit. Everyone chuckles a little.

I look over to Sarah. She’s still turning the ring over in her fingers, a frown on her beautiful face. When she realizes I’m staring at her, she looks up and then smiles at me.

So… all of this is fated? Every bit of it? I grin back at her; probably pretty safe to say dropping the L word too early isn’t going to ruin everything, then.


Chapter 21 - Sarah

The dragons have slipped into their own conversation, all talking about the Alpha and what to do next. Lena and Julie have slipped into a similar conversation—also chattering away about magic and relics and all kinds of things.

And frankly, I feel dizzy. I almost feel nauseous from how much is going on in my head. The world, and everything in it, is going way too fast right now. I twiddle the copper ring between my fingers. I remember the odd static shock I got when I first picked this thing up, but I never expected that it was supposed to be some kind of magical awakening. When I look at it, it’s a very unusual ring. I’ve never seen a piece of metal carved in the shape of a diamond before and set where a precious gem would be. I suppose it’s a beautiful ring in its own right, even if it’s a bit unusual.

And it’s mine…?

I look around. All of them are still vividly invested in their own conversations, and I am a complete outsider to them all right now. So I just stand up and walk past them all, heading outside to the back porch.

Once I’m outside in the cold night air, I sit down on the porch bench and just stare into the middle distance.

Dragons… magic… the kidnapping… visions of danger… Rufus…

His voice is in my head again: “I love you.”

It's all so much… I think I just need everything to slow down for a moment. I need the world to take a breather and have a time out.

“Hey.” His gentle voice comes purring across.

Maybe I’m just exhausted. Maybe it’s something else—but something about him coming out here calms me down. I smile a little.

“Hey.”

“Anyone sitting there?” he jokes quietly, gesturing to the side of the bench.

I grin back.

“No.”

He sits down right next to me. I feel that little twinge of attraction through my stomach. He turns to me and says:

“Sarah, I just want to say I’m sorry.”

Is he about to say he regrets saying he loves me? The thoughts hit me with a jolt of horror.

“Sorry for what?” I ask

“I’m sorry for arguing with you earlier,” he says, “I didn’t need to raise my voice at you. There’s no excuse for it.”

“Oh,” I utter in surprise. I think for a moment and then answer back, “I shouldn’t have shouted back either. That wasn’t great of me.”

He links his hands, resting his elbows on his knees. He then leans his chin on his linked fingers and stares out into the darkness.

“It’s no excuse,” he says, not meeting my eyes, “but I really care about you. I’d do anything to keep you safe, and it really, really scares me to have you out there in the middle of the action.”

His jade eyes meet mine, and I can see the seriousness in his gaze.

“It scares me,” he says grimly.

That’s the most honest look I think I have ever seen in his eyes. I feel like the mask’s been ripped off—this isn’t him being sarcastic or playing games. For once, he’s being earnest.

He's trying to talk properly this time.

“Why?” I ask breathlessly.

He looks down at his hands.

“I…” He trails off and then starts again, “You aren’t the first woman I’ve been in a relationship with.”

He says it like it’s a confession.

“Okay?” I say, slightly baffled.

“Her name was Celeste, and she was another dragon in Soleilus,” he murmurs, “And she… she was amazing. She was a warrior there, and she was so strong…”

“Right?” I ask.

I’m not sure why he’s telling me about this random woman, but I have a sinking feeling in my gut about it.

Rufus swallows hard and continues:

“Soleilus was attacked. It was a long time ago, but I think it was Eclipse that attacked us—they have been at our throats for a long, long time. All of us warriors were called out, and Celeste said she was going to stick by my side.”

He sucks in another shaky breath, and I put a hand on his. He looks over and smiles a little bit before he keeps going:

“We were fighting together, and… we fought well together,” he chokes. “She was very fast, and I was stronger, so we matched perfectly. We tag-teamed on the same enemies, and we had each other’s backs. I felt invincible when I had Celeste with me.”

Rufus swallows hard. He closes his eyes.

“So I was right there when she got killed,” he says grimly, “In fact, she leaped between me and another dragon. It was… it was just so fast, Sarah… I couldn’t do anything for her. She’d bled out in seconds; I—I couldn’t even say goodbye, and I was right there.”

“Oh, god,” I murmur, “I’m sorry.”

Rufus rakes his hands through his long ginger hair. Then he looks up and smiles sadly at me.

“That’s why I freaked out earlier,” he murmurs, an embarrassed smile on his face, “When I saw you in the forest with the Eclipse dragon. I just—I thought I was going to have to watch another woman I loved die in front of my face when I couldn’t do anything about it.”

He averts his gaze again.

“I’m sorry for freaking out.”

“Yeah,” I murmur, “I get it—that must have been… I couldn’t even imagine, Rufus. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right,” he replies, “It happened years ago, it’s just… I thought I should tell you why it got under my skin so bad.”

“No, of course,” I reply, running my hand up and down his arm, “Thanks for telling me. I had no idea.”

Rufus opens his eyes fully and turns toward me, taking my hands in his.

“I know that your independence means everything to you,” he says, “But it meant everything to Celeste too. She was also the strongest fighter I’ve ever seen outside of the Candara team, and she still died… And… I couldn’t stop it either.”

He blinks hard. His hand reaches up and wipes his eyes with his thumb and forefinger quickly before he looks at me intensely again.

“That’s what scares me,” he says, “If you got yourself in the fray, I don’t trust myself to save you. I couldn’t do it before when Celeste needed me, so… what if you needed me and I couldn’t save you?”

He puts a hand on my face. I lean my face into his hand.

“I couldn’t do it, Sarah,” he murmurs, “If that happened again… I couldn’t handle it. I can’t lose another woman I love.”

I look in those endless green eyes. There’s so much I’ve never seen before in them before tonight. I nod.

“Okay,” I mutter, “I understand. I’ll try to rein in the hero complex and keep myself a little safer for you.”

Rufus sighs, closing his eyes and smiling lightly.

“Thank you,” he replies.

He leans forward, and his warm lips touch mine.

I love you.

I deepen the kiss a little. He shuffles a little closer to me and—

He jerks back from me with an “Ah!”

I snap back. What’s happening?

“Oh, my god!” he snaps, “Get out of here, you little bastard!”

“Huh?” I ask

Soft fur starts cuddling up on my lap. I look down to see the little black mask of Roscoe looking up at me as he clambers up onto my thighs. I start laughing. Rufus has walked almost to the other end of the porch, away from us.

“Oh, hey there!” I coo, “Are you looking for Kaius, you little chubster? I haven’t got any popcorn for you!”

“Don’t touch him, Sarah!” Rufus yelps, “He’s probably got rabies!”

“He’s fine. He’s vaccinated,” I assure him, “He’s just here looking for his dragon dad or whatever Kaius is now.”

I scoop Roscoe up with a light heave, holding him like a baby.

“Oh, he’s heavy now! What the hell is that guy feeding you, Ros?”

“Sarah!” Rufus protests.

“It’s fine, Rufus!” I insist.

I walk back inside, carrying the plump little trash panda in my arms. The dragons are still in there, chatting away.

“Kaius!” I call.

His head pokes up, and I look down at Roscoe pointedly:

“I think this is yours!”

“Hey! C’mere, Ros!” he calls.

The raccoon wriggles in my arms and I lean down, letting him go. He leaps from my arms and waddles across the floor to get to Kaius. Once he’s returned to his one true love, Orion talks to us all:

“Roscoe reminds me—we should go and investigate that cave more thoroughly,” he says, “From what I could tell when I slipped out earlier, we may have gotten lucky; there haven’t been any more signs of Eclipse since the attack earlier.”

“Right,” Rufus says, walking in, keeping his distance from us, “and who’s going to be going?”

“I think we all should,” I say.

They all look at me, but I meet Orion’s eye first.

“There were runes in there. Sigils and other things which I think Julie and Lena might need to have a look at,” I explain.

Orion nods his head at me.

“That makes sense,” he grunts, “And obviously, if Julie and Lena are going, we need to be there to protect them.”

He looks down at Julie and Lena, still on the couch.

“That is, if you are going, the pair of you?” he asks, “Would you want to do that?”

“Going makes sense to me,” Lena says, “I’m sure that Gram’s notebooks will be useful if there are markings.”

“And I might have another vision,” Julie pipes up.

“Exactly,” I say, “So, I think all of us should go as one big group. If something happens, then we have more people to help figure it out.”

Orion nods.

“That makes sense to me.”

He looks to Kaius and Milo, and the pair of them nod and murmur in agreement. As everyone gets back into conversation with each other—including Lena and Julie getting up to leave to go to another room—the back of my arm is gently touched.

I turn and see Rufus’s hooded gaze.

“So…” He says, “when you say everyone’s going for safety, does that include you too? Or are you going to work anyway, despite everything going on?”

I smile wanly.

“I’ll call up and take some long overdue vacation,” I say, “They don’t usually give it so quickly, but I’m the sheriff, so I’ll pull some strings there.”

I stare at him more seriously.

“I told you I was going to keep myself safer to help you out, and I mean it,” I say, “It’s just until the danger’s passed, right?”

Rufus gives a little sigh of relief and smiles at me.

“Thanks, Sarah,” he says, “I really appreciate it. I love you.”

My heart gives another jolt as he says it again—I can tell in his rumbling tones that he means it. No one has ever spoken those words to me and meant them the way he has. My stomach has butterflies in it.

“I…” I try, but my throat closes a little, and I nod, “Thanks.”

Rufus just chuckles, and he loops his arms around my waist. I pause for a moment and then relax into him, leaning into his chest. I feel like I can tell the eyes on us—and despite a little snickering, followed by a harsh hiss by someone else, no one says anything.

It's… okay. It’s okay to be affectionate here. It’s… safe.

It's strange to realize it so suddenly now, but it suddenly occurs to me that no one in this room is going to think less of me as the Sheriff for being with Rufus like this. They’re still going to respect me.

So when Rufus leans down and kisses me, I feel free to kiss him back for the first time in front of people.


Chapter 22 - Rufus

It’s early the next morning when we all leave for the cave. Kaius carries Julie, Milo carries Lena, and I carry Sarah. Orion goes first, and we make sure to let him put a decent amount of distance between himself and the rest of us. Since he’s unladen, he keeps swooping around in elliptical patterns, breathing in the air from all directions. As we get close to the hole, I look at the other two:

“Hold up!”

Kaius and Milo stop, hovering in the air. I hover ahead of them.

“O,” I say to Orion, “are you smelling anything?”

He dips down and swoops low to the trees. So low that the tips of the trees tap his feet as he flies over the canopy.

“Nothing so far,” he calls back, “No signs of Eclipse. We may have gotten lucky, and those two were the only two who knew about the hole.”

He looks down and back up to us:

“I’m going to go down and have a closer look,” he says, “If I raise the alarm, you three fly off with the girls.”

I swallow thickly and nod to him. Orion folds his wings and plummets down into the canopy. There’s a long moment of silence, just the gentlest scrunching and cracking through the trees as Orion (I assume… I hope) crawls through the branches to check if it’s safe.

After a few moments, we don’t hear anything else—just silence.

That’s good. If we’re not hearing the sounds of battle coming up through the trees, then we’re probably in the clear. But still… doubts niggle at the back of my mind, and Sarah leans over and voices them:

“Are we really going to leave him if Eclipse is down there?”

I don’t answer. I don’t want to solidify it by saying the quiet part out loud; that feels like it would make it real.

But soon after, Orion calls:

“All right! It’s safe!”

I look to Kaius and Milo and nod. The pair of them nod back to me, and we all soar down together.

“Hang tight,” I tell Sarah, “this is probably going to be scratchy.”

“Okay,” she answers.

I turn down and try and swoop through the canopy. It’s a tight fit, and I try to move myself back and forth so that Sarah doesn’t end up being scratched to hell and back. I don’t think I always succeed; I hear her gasp lightly and feel some of the branches catch. Once we finally get to the ground, I swing her off my back, and she has a litany of thin red lines over her skin. I brush my hand over hers.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

Sarah scoffs.

“You think I can’t handle a few scratches? Come on, Rufus.”

She strides off. I have mixed feelings swirling in my stomach. On the one hand, that kind of attitude has always been so attractive to me… On the other hand, Celeste was always like that…

She told me that she was going to keep herself safe for my sake, but I don’t know… old habits die hard…

Sarah strides forward with purpose. Kaius and Milo are landing now and gently dropping off Julie and Lena.

“Are you all right?” I catch Milo asking Lena seriously, “Do you still feel okay? Not nauseous or dizzy from the flight?”

“I’m fine, Milo, thanks,” she answers.

“Just let me know,” he says sternly, “we don’t want any extra stress on the baby.”

I see Sarah noting the encounter before I catch up to her. She smiles softly in greeting, and we all gather at the edge of the hole.

“Wow!” Julie murmurs, “I never knew this was here!”

“It was underground until the other day,” Sarah answers, “Seems I dislodged a very careful balancing act when I tried to spelunk in, and it just crumbled.”

“And we need to still be careful,” Orion interjects, “It might collapse in further. Milo, Kaius, Rufus, keep close to the girls in case.”

We all nod. Orion is then the first to float down into the hall, just spreading his wings and falling. I turn to Sarah and give her a teasing smile.

“You hear?” I loop my arm around her waist and give her a squeeze, “I have to keep close to you.”

She gives me a grin back.

“Ugh! How annoying,” she teases back, “But I guess it’s Alpha’s orders. Or… whatever Orion is right now.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure,” I answer, “Cyrus is the Alpha, but when he’s gone, Evander is in charge. Since Evander’s also gone, Orion usually steps in, so he’s… whatever we call two steps down from the Alpha.”

Sarah laughs.

“Right. So it’s Alpha number three’s orders, then.”

I cackle back. I see the other two dragons take hold of Julie and Lena and then gently float themselves into the cave. I hold Sarah closer to my body, and she curls up against me. I spend a moment enjoying the feeling of her wrapping herself around me before I spread my wings and step off the edge of the cave into the hole. My wings act as a parachute, and we float down easily. As we hit the ground, we hear Julie shiver:

“Oh! It’s colder in here than it is on the surface!” she cries.

“Is it?” Sarah says dryly, and I start chuckling.

Kaius comes closer to her, trying to shield her with his body. But Julie doesn’t even notice him, instead gasping and walking toward the wall.

“Oh, my! Look at these engravings on the walls!” she exclaims, “That’s incredible!”

“I know!” I hear Lena cry out from across the room, “These sigils are amazing! I’ve never seen magical signs like this!”

I watch Lena cross the room, Milo by her side, watching her with a worried expression. But Lena doesn’t pay him any mind, pulling out a small, battered notebook and looking up and down at it.

“So, you don’t recognize the signs at all?” Milo asks.

“Um… yes and no,” Lena answers, looking up and down at the notebook, “See, I recognize pieces of the sigils, and these individual pieces have their own meaning. But they’re put altogether into one bigger spell—that’s got to be a much more powerful one. It’s like it’s a paragraph written in a different language, but I only recognize a few words in it.”

“Do you think you could translate it?” Milo asks.

“Probably,” Lena answers, “I mean, they have to have been written by Grams, right? That means they should be in one of her notebooks…”

She looks down at the disheveled journal in her hands.

“I guess it’s just spread out among a lot of different notebooks…”

“It might have been written by someone else,” Milo points out, “You recently said that there might have been an entire coven of witches in Greyson Ridge back in the day. Do you think it’s possible that someone else might have written them? Are you going to be able to translate them if that’s the case?”

“Should do,” Lena says, “I think this is Gram’s drawing, but even if it’s not, I think she’ll have noted down the sigils anyway. She was very thorough—it’s because of her that I know there was more than one witch here anyway.”

Suddenly, Kaius calls out:

“Milo! It’s Julie!”

Milo whips around, and I look around at Kaius. He’s got his hand on Julie. Julie’s staring at nothing, her hand on the engravings.

Milo jogs over to the pair of them, but he only gives Julie a cursory observation before he smiles at Kaius.

“She’s just having another vision—don’t worry so much.”

“Yeah, okay,” Kaius replies, “It just freaks me out sometimes. She looks so scared…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Milo says again.

Julie blinks and comes back. She looks around herself, and both Milo and Kaius smile at her.

“Hey,” Kaius breathes gently.

“Welcome back,” Milo says, “What did you see?”

Julie grins widely, her cheeks flushing a soft pink. She looks back to the engravings.

“This cave used to be part of a meeting place that the Greyson Ridge witches and the dragons used to use,” Julie says, “Our ancestors used to meet here a lot. I’m starting to think that this was after the dragons left Greyson Ridge—they used to meet secretly down here.”

“I wonder why the dragons left to begin with,” Kaius says.

“Yeah… do the engravings have a clue about that?” Milo asks.

“Um, I’m not sure,” Julie answers, “I’ll need to keep looking at it for that.”

“I might have an idea,” Orion calls out.

I look over to him, and so does everyone else. I don’t know exactly what Orion’s been doing while we’ve been looking around, but he’s on his knees by the far wall, his fox-like face close to the wall.

“I can smell something odd here,” he declares, “It might be Naga.”

“What?!” We all seem to gasp at once.

“It’s very faint,” Orion says quickly, “To be honest, I’m sure I can only smell it because this cave has been sealed off for so long. The scent might be as old as the cave is.”

“So, Doctor Tom wasn’t the only Naga who found his way here…” Milo murmurs.

“Creepy Tom, you mean!” Lena snaps.

There’s a rumble of uneasy laughter from everyone. Everyone except Sarah, who is standing right next to me.

I glance at her to see her smile—but she’s not smiling.

She’s got this light frown on her face, watching something. Except when I follow her gaze, I just see the wall opposite her. I walk in front of her.

“Sarah?”

She doesn’t answer. She just keeps staring intensely at the wall.

“Sarah? Hey! Can you hear me?”

Again, no answer. She just keeps staring intensely at the wall.

“What’s going on?” Milo asks, walking to my side.

“Not sure… I think she’s having a vision, too,” I reply.

“Not surprising,” Orion grunts from across the cave, “This place is heavy in magic. I can’t sense any relics or keys here right now, but there’s no doubt they used to be here. I’m sure this level of magic will set off all sorts of latent powers.”

“So, there are no relics,” Kaius says, “but it still seems pretty useful to have a place where we can go that sparks visions.”

“And these spells will probably be useful once we can figure them out,” Lena says.

There’s a murmur of agreement, and then Sarah jerks next to me. When I look back, she’s looking around, a subtle look of alarm and concern on her face.

“Hey,” I purr, “welcome back.”

She looks up at me, that same intense frown on her face.

“Hey,” she replies in a monotone voice.

“Hey, Sarah,” Milo asks, “How are you feeling?”

“Fine. Just… it’s a little weird,” she replies.

“I imagine it is,” Milo agrees, “What was the vision about?”

Sarah opens her mouth, and then her eyes suddenly dart up to Lena. Then she looks back at me and Milo.

“Just Merl getting into trouble again,” she says, “I’m probably going to have to go back onto the surface soon.”

“Yeah,” Orion says, “If everyone’s done here, we should be going. We’re pretty exposed out here, and there’s no relics here anyway.”

“I’ve done about as much as I can do,” Lena says, “I’ll have to come back with more journals from Grams to figure the spell out, though.”

“I’m in a similar position,” Julie admits, “I’m going to need to figure out what these engravings mean with my other books. Just let me take a few photographs, and I’ll be ready to go.”

“All right,” Orion answers, “Make it quick.”

Julie pulls out her phone and starts taking pictures of the engraving, and Lena starts doing the same across the cave. As they do that, Sarah grabs my arm. She beckons to me, and I lean down to her.

“We have a serious problem!” she hisses to me.

“What?!” I whisper back.

“Not here,” she says, “Not around Lena and Julie. I need to talk to all you dragons alone.”


Chapter 23 - Sarah

Luckily, as soon as we walk into the house, both Julie and Lena are still excitedly talking about their future research:

“This is just incredible!” Julie exclaims, “Oh, it’s so sad we have to keep this a secret because this is just the most amazing discovery about Greyson Ridge that’s ever been made, I think! Who would have guessed we’d have this mind-blowing history?! Oh, if only I could put these pictures in our museum!”

“I know!” Lena laughs, “I think Gram’s notes would belong in the museum as well. Shame.”

Kaius laughs.

“Maybe we can set up a private museum?” he suggests jokingly, “A magic museum? We could put it at the back of Lena’s shop since it has that spooky, occult theme to it anyway!”

“I don’t know,” Lena laughs, “I think if people not in on this dragon stuff found it, they’d think I’d be running a creepy cult out the back of my shop or something. You know how the bridge ladies are! They’d probably assume it’s a sex cult, considering how many of us are getting together with the new guys.”

All three laugh. Then, Kaius looks at me:

“Well, at least we know that if someone calls the police on the “creepy cult”, we have the sheriff on our side!”

There was more laughter, but now they’re looking at me, and I force a smile and a laugh. They go back to their conversation—Lena, Julie and Kaius. Luckily, Milo and Orion seem to be talking about other things, and I don’t have to fake a smile for long. Rufus’s beaming jade eyes haven’t left me since I warned him in the cave, but I don’t mind him. I know that I can trust him to just wait until I’m ready to tell him. Soon, we’re inside the house, and the chattering three start to walk away from us.

“Kaius!” I call quietly, but he keeps walking, not hearing me.

Rufus’s arm snaps forward and grabs him. Kaius whips around, and Rufus says:

“Actually, we need to talk to you, Kai,” he says intensely, “You can join Julie and Lena later.”

He says the last part pointedly, and Kaius nods.

“Okay,” he says, and then looks over to Julie and Lena, “I’m sure it’s gonna be boring stuff. You girls go ahead, and I’ll come back when we finish our meeting.”

“Okay,” Julie says gently.

Lena just nods at him and keeps walking away. Julie joins her, and they keep walking, talking excitedly.

For a long second, my gut twists in a rare jolt of jealousy; it really feels like Lena’s become so much better friends with Julie than with me nowadays…

“So, what’s this about?” Kaius asks, drawing my attention back.

“It’s Sarah,” Rufus says, then looks over to the other two: “Milo! O! Can you guys come over here for a moment?”

“What’s going on?” Orion asks, his voice serious.

“Yeah, what is this?” Milo chimes in.

“It’s Sarah,” Rufus says again.

Then, he steps back to look at me fully. The others gather around me, all these burly dragon men staring down at me. It’s definitely intimidating, but I suck in a breath through my nose and put on the police officer tone:

“Back in the cave, I had a vision,” I say, “I didn’t want to say it right then and there because I don’t want to stress Lena out more than necessary, but I saw a vision about Cyrus and Evander. A huge number of Eclipse dragons attacked them while they flew, and they were both torn apart. I watched them get killed.”

Every dragon reacts the same: they all lean back, their eyes widened for a moment. Then, their postures and faces darken. Their eyes turn sharp, their jaws tense up, and their muscles flex for the fight already.

“Where was this?!” Orion demands.

“I don’t know,” I answer, “It was up in the sky somewhere, so there weren’t any markings I could use as reference.”

“How long have we got?” Rufus asks

“Not entirely sure, but the sun looked like it was hanging low in the sky, so I’m going to guess it was evening time.” I cringe at my own vagueness as I add, “But with that being said, I don’t exactly have the most control over my own visions yet, so I couldn’t tell you what time or day exactly. Every vision I’ve had has been the same day so far, but the first one was only a few minutes away, and the next one was nearly half an hour away, so I can’t really tell.”

Milo looks grimly between all of them.

“Cyrus and Evander are meant to come back today,” he says stonily.

He lets the statement drop into the center of us all like a bomb. There’s a moment of bristling, tense silence before someone speaks again.

“We need to figure out who’s going,” Orion says, “If they’re getting attacked at the time they’re supposed to be coming back, then we don’t have the time to get Amelie or anyone else. It’s going to have to be us. How many can we afford to leave behind to guard Lena, Julie, and Sarah?”

“Well, we can split in two,” Kaius suggests, “Cyrus said he wanted two around the girls at all times. That leaves two of us to go.”

“We could keep it the same split we did before,” Milo suggests, “I’d be most comfortable if I were here with Lena, considering how far along in her pregnancy she is.”

“You and Rufus should go,” Kaius says, “You’re probably the better fighters anyway.”

“You’re just saying that because you want to protect Julie, but you’re not the only one with a mate to protect!” Rufus snaps suddenly.

My heart clenches when I hear it: wow… I know he’s said he loves me, but I’ve never heard him talk to other people about me like that before…

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Kaius replies, “But Milo has to stay, and that means only one other person can stay.”

“No. You all need to go,” I declare.

All of them stop arguing and stare at me.

“I don’t think I’ve made myself clear,” I state, “When I said I saw Cyrus and Evander getting killed by a huge number of Eclipse dragons, I mean, there was at least a dozen in my vision.”

“A dozen?!” Orion snaps, his voice as loud as I’ve ever heard it.

“More than ten, at least,” I answer darkly, “They… uh…”

The vision flashes before my eyes, and I shudder. Cyrus and Evander are soaring through the air, just flying easily. They don’t speak to each other, instead flying with frowns on their faces. It looks like whatever they’re flying from, it didn’t exactly go well. The sky is very clear, with barely a cloud in the sky. Just the smallest light wisps, shining a light peachy pink in the reddening sky. The sun is drifting quite low, not quite sunset, but not too far from becoming sunset either. There’s nothing else to be seen; they’re too high in the sky for me to see if they’re flying above a forest or civilization. It’s a very calm and peaceful image for a few moments.

Suddenly the air turns thick and dark with other swooping drakes, descending on Cyrus and Evander at speed and with force. It’s less of a fight and more like a gathering of piranhas swarming around some prey, ripping meat from bone. They all come in so quickly—one moment, the sky is clear, the next, it’s full of dragons. Cyrus fights well, Managing to rip one Eclipse dragon’s wing, throw another out of the sky, and rip one’s throat out, but he’s overwhelmed by the sheer number of attackers. Evander isn’t as lucky—one descends on him and has his limbs wrenched away by so many others that he can’t fight.

I at least don’t see their end. There are just too many Eclipse dragons surrounding them, like killer wasps swarming over prey. But I can see blood—on their mouths, claws, and dripping from the sky.

“Sarah?”

I jerk back. Milo, Orion, and Kaius are staring at me, and Rufus has stepped forward and put his hands on my shoulders.

“Sorry,” I grunt, “I was just… remembering.”

Rufus puts a hand on my face, a gentle look in his eye.

“I’m okay,” I assure him, and then clear my throat and take his hand off me before I look to the others, “A dozen Eclipse dragons and the ambush will be a bloodbath. There’s no way that even with the element of surprise, two of you will be enough. To be honest, I’d be worried even with four of you, but if you guys can figure out how to take out three each in a single attack before they figure out you’re there, then you can do it.”

“That’s going to be tough,” Orion grunts, “One, we can take out by surprise easily. Two, perhaps. Three each in one strike? That’s probably going to be tough to pull off.”

“Well, if you can take out two each, that might be enough to turn the tables,” I reply, “What I’m trying to say is that sending only two of you is a suicide mission. There are just too many of them, and your only option is to ambush the ambush.”

“What about Julie and Lena?” Kaius asks, “Who’s going to protect them?”

“I will,” I say strongly.

Again, there’s a pause among the four of them, and they exchange uneasy looks.

“I’ll take them somewhere safe,” I assure them, “Us girls will hunker down somewhere underground and lay low until you come to get us.”

“Sarah…” Rufus says to me, pained.

I look at him, smiling sympathetically.

“We don’t have a choice,” I say, “I mean, it’s not a good situation, but what are we going to do if Cyrus and Evander get killed?”

“She’s right,” Orion says, “If they kill our Alpha, we’re going to be in a hell of a lot more trouble than we’re already in. We just can’t let that happen.”

Orion looks at me.

“Do you think you could take them to the police station?”

“Absolutely,” I answer, “I’ll be sure to take them as far into the police station as I can.”

I look to Milo.

“There’s usually a medic in the station as well, so without you, Lena will still have some medical care, and if something happens, we can drive her to the hospital in a cruiser,” I tell him.

Milo gives an uncomfortable sigh.

“I don’t like it,” he says, “because she’s getting along, and this isn’t a normal pregnancy. If something happens, she might need someone who knows about shifters.”

“We don’t have the time to get anyone else, Milo,” Orion answers.

“I know,” he replies.

Orion then looks at me.

“Sarah, you get the girls to the police station and then get in contact with some of the others,” he says, “We need to go as quickly as possible.”

“I will,” I assure him, “Give me their numbers, and I’ll get in contact with them as soon as I’ve got Julie and Lena somewhere safe.”

“Right,” Orion says, then looks between the rest of them, “We need to get going as soon as possible, then.”

All of them nod. They then start hustling, getting ready for action. I can just stand, feeling like I have a stone in my stomach.

There are so many Eclipse dragons in my vision…

Are they going to make it?


Chapter 24 - Rufus

Everything happens so very fast after that—everyone gets ready in what feels like a moment, but then we get to the actual goodbyes, and time seems to stand still.

Time stands still when I meet eyes with Sarah, both of us alone for the first time since her announcement.

“Sarah…”

She drops her gaze, looking away from me. I walk forward and put a hand on her bicep.

“Sarah…” I say again.

“I’m sorry, Rufus,” she murmurs, “I know I promised that I was going to keep myself safe, but I don’t think there’s any other way.”

“I know,” I assure her, “It’s okay.”

Sarah meets my eyes again. Her green eyes shimmer subtly through held-back tears.

“I couldn’t think of any other way either,” I tell her, “I wish I could, but I couldn’t.”

I give her a small, sad smile.

“But… you are going to keep yourself safe, right?” I ask, “You, Lena, and Julie?”

She nods. Her eyes harden in determination.

“Of course. I’m going to keep the pair of them safe as I possibly can.” She gives me a teasing smile. “I think the side effect of that is that I’m going to have to hunker down myself to keep myself safe, too.”

I chuckle. She loses her smile and she’s looking at me with the eyes welling with tears again.

“I’m more scared for you,” she says, “Rufus, there were so many of them… it was a bloodbath. If you guys don’t ambush the Eclipse dragons right, then it’s going to be a disaster, and you… I mean… you…”

She trails off. Sarah averts her gaze again, and this time, when her green eyes fill with tears, she can’t hold them back. She places her hand on her forehead and hangs her head as the salt water starts to flow down her face.

“Oh, Sarah.”

I walk closer, close enough that my body lightly touches on hers. As soon as my torso presses on Sarah, her arms snap around mine, clutching at my back. She grabs tight fistfuls of my shirt and pulls me into her.

I breathe in her sweet, herby scent for a second before I rest my head on her hair.

“I’m going to be okay. We’re going to be okay,” I murmur, “We do this kind of thing all the time. We haven’t died yet!”

I chuckle at my weak joke. Sarah doesn’t laugh, though.

“I remember watching you die, Rufus,” she murmurs into my chest, “That’s not the kind of thing you forget. I know it didn’t end up happening, but I can’t have you die on me again. I really can’t! I can’t lose you…”

“You’re not going to lose me,” I assure her, “I won’t let that happen.”

She sucks in a deep breath, releasing it slowly.

“Rufus… I have to tell you something.” She murmurs, “I was going to tell you later, but…”

My skin prickles. Her tone is so serious.

“What is it?”

Her eyes meet mine, then flicker around nervously. She looks around for a long moment before she meets my eyes again. When she speaks again, it’s almost inaudible.

“I’m… I’m pregnant.” She whispers.

My body feels like it turns to ice around me; I can’t move for a long second.

“What?” I manage to choke out after a second.

“Please, not so loud!” She pleads, “We don’t need to tell everyone yet. It’s going to complicate everything and we don’t need that right now!”

“B-but are you sure, though?!” I hiss, fighting to keep my voice low.

“Positive.” Sarah says, “Well, the test was positive, anyway. I had a vision a little while ago, and I’ve been taking tests ever since. At first, they were negative, so I didn’t bother telling you. But I think the vision came too early for the tests, and one day, it was positive. I’ve taken a few tests and they’re all positive, so there’s no doubt anymore.”

I’m just staring, mouth open. There are no words.

I’m… gonna be a dad?!

“Rufus,” Sarah says tearfully, “you have to come back from this. It’s not just that I can’t lose you, I’m not the only one waiting anymore. Don’t leave me to figure this out alone. Please!”

“I won’t.” I tell her, “I was going to come back even if you were the only one waiting for me. Of course I’m coming back for you and our little one.” She just snuffles her head into me more. I wrap my arms around her, and she squeezes me tighter. I lean my head down and run my cheek over the top of her head. Her glossy blonde hair is so soft on my face. It smells so good… I think she’s using a new shampoo. Apple scented. I run my hand over her back a few times, and Sarah just nestles her head into me. I plant a kiss on her head and then move my head down to her ear.

“Sarah,” I murmur to her, “I promise you. You won’t lose me. You remember how I lost Celeste in a fight before?”

I press another kiss onto the side of her jaw, just below her ear.

“I would never do that to you,” I tell her, “Never. I’d never put you through what I had to go through. Never. And I especially wouldn’t leave you alone with a baby.”

“I wish I could believe you,” she murmurs back to me, “But in a fight, it’s not up to you, is it? Anything could happen…”

I can’t answer her on that one. It’s true; I can’t guarantee that nothing will happen—one wrong move, one strike I didn’t see coming, and I might not be coming back.

Before… that didn’t matter. It didn’t matter to me whether or not I came back. Not that I wanted to die per se, but fighting for my clan and my clanmates was infinitely more important. If I could save someone’s life, that was all that mattered to me.

Things are different now.

I have to come back for her. I have to come back for our future child. The fight is one thing, but I know I need to come back.

“I know I can’t guarantee anything, but I promise you, I’m going to fight hard to get back to you,” I say, “I promise. I promise you.”

Sarah just brushes her head back and forth across my chest. A deep shiver passes through me.

Orion’s voice rings over the air:

“Come on, Guys! We need to GO! RIGHT NOW!”

Sarah’s head snaps up; she looks at him, and then at me, pain dancing in her green eyes.

“Rufus…” She murmurs.

I smile sadly at her.

“Duty calls, Sarah,” I reply, “Keep the girls safe. I promise you, I’m coming back.”

“You’d better,” she says, borderline tearfully, “Because I—I love you.”

My body stiffens when I hear it. I feel like the world slows down for a moment.

“Say that again,” I say.

Sarah loops her arms around my neck. She pulls herself close to me, inching up on her tiptoes and resting her head on my shoulder. Her lips touch on my ear, and she whispers to me:

“I love you.”

I just close my eyes, holding her close for a moment.

“KAIUS! RUFUS!” Orion screams, “LET’S GO!”

It takes a Herculean effort, but I force my arms off Sarah. I have to hold them away from her and walk backward from Sarah.

“I love you too,” I say, walking backward.

She just stares at me. I can hear everyone gather around behind me. Julie and Lena join Sarah, and Julie looks similarly devastated. Julie gets close to Sarah, and Sarah notices. She puts her arm around Julie comfortingly, but she’s still looking at me with tears in her eyes.

“Rufus,” Orion says stonily, “Let’s go.”

I look at him and then to her. I have to turn my back on her because otherwise, it’s too hard. I can’t leave while looking at that sad face.

But I will see her again. I will make sure of it.

***

We take flight and soar across the skies, taking the same path we can only assume Cyrus and Evander would take. There’s not a single word passed between us; with how hard we’re flying, I don’t think a single one of us could even manage to form a word. I feel like I’m sprinting, my heart knocking on my ribs like an insect trapped in a glass, my lungs burning as I try to suck in enough breath to keep going. Orion trails ahead, leading our way.

I’m just hoping that we’re going the right way—it’s the most direct way to the council, but if Cyrus and Evander took the scenic route, then they’re fucked.

And so are we.

And so are the girls back home…

But Orion looks back at us and then gestures to something with the tip of his snout. I follow his gesture and—

I see them.

Oh, shit. Sarah was right; there have to be at least a dozen Eclipse dragons, flying in the same direction as us.

Orion falls back a little bit over to Milo. He speaks to Milo quietly and then looks over all of us sharply. Milo pauses in his flying, pivoting straight and then sweeping his wings forward. A cloud starts gathering around Milo first and then passes out further and further. Everyone gets the picture, and we hover close to Milo. Soon, we’re all covered in the shroud, and in the middle of the fog, we fly.

“Up!” Orion orders, “Let’s get above the Eclipse ambush.”

We all comply. Before long, I can sense them below us all, but I can’t see them; Milo wouldn’t make the cloud cover so weak that they could look up and see us. We carry on like that for a while, shoulder to shoulder, bumping into one another as we fly.

“There!” Milo gasps.

I look down, and in the distance, in the gap that Milo’s made for us to see through, I can see two dragons on the horizon, but just by instinct, I know my Alpha when I see him.

“We need to hurry!” Orion growls.

We all speed up, still bumping into each other since we’re so close to one another. The Eclipse dragons have spread out, but luckily, they’ve split up into groups of three.

“Rufus,” Orion says, and I straighten in attention, “you take the closest ones to the left. Kaius, the right. The others look like they’re coming from above—Milo, back me up as those take them.”

We all nod. The Eclipse dragons are getting closer… Cyrus and Evander keep flying forward, none the wiser. We watch the Eclipse dragons getting closer…

Then, they swoop in. They dive down, swarming like bees as they dive in. Cyrus and Evander look up, barely with enough time to see them.

“NOW!”

We crash out of our cloud, roaring our battle cries. The Eclipse dragons pause. Their heads snap up toward us as we bear down on them, claws unsheathed at the ready. I see the others scatter around me as I focus on the ones to the left. Three of them—the first thing I do is sweep around them, lining them up so only one of them has direct access to me. That one charges toward me, teeth first.

As it flies toward me, I watch the teeth close in on my face. At the last moment, I duck my head under the jaws, ramming my head into their throat. The dragon chokes. I shove as hard as I can, and the dragon tumbles backward, collapsing into the other two. As I fly around, I grab one of the Eclipse dragon’s wings in my mouth and crunch it between my teeth, breaking it. They shriek—but most importantly, they fall from the sky, flapping their one wing to no avail.

Pain scatters over the back of my neck. I hear myself cry out and roll over in the air. The other dragon loses their grip on my scales and falls away from me. When I get my bearings, I can see both of them starting to surround me, the hissing sounds of the clashes happening around me. I keep both of them in my line of sight at the same time. They both surge toward me. I jerk backward, and one of them misses me. The other’s claw rakes through the air toward my face. I throw my arm up and block the other one. I then thrust a kick out into its stomach, and the dragon floats away from the force. The one that missed looks around to me, and I headbutt the enemy as hard as I can. The other dragon hisses and lurches away from me in flight. I take the risk to look around. Orion and Milo are holding their own. Kaius seems to be out-speeding them, looping around them in an ariel battle. Cyrus and Evander have joined in the fight, but they only have a couple to face themselves.

Then, Kaius roars in pain. Evander notices and throws his own opponent off to fly over and support him. But more gather around Cyrus. Others soar toward him.

No! Evander! They’re aiming for Cyrus! Don’t leave him!

Cyrus roars. He’s fighting four at once. He grabs two of them and smashes them into one another—but then another begins to strike a clawed hand down toward Cyrus’s neck.

No!

I beat my wings and plummet toward Cyrus like a rocket launched. I aim for the strike.

I need to block it!

I hit the other dragon. Try to grab the dragon’s arm. But the strike has too much momentum. The arm crashes through my resistance. Gouges into my wing. I scream as my wing begins sizzling in pain. I flap my wings, but the wind rushes through my right wing. I’m losing air.

No! NO!

The dragon ahead of me smirks and raises their hand again. Cyrus snaps forward and bites the dragon around the jaw—stopping the attack before it comes.

But I’m losing air. I’m starting to plummet down.

“Rufus!” Cyrus snaps, but there’s nothing he can do—there are too many of them around him.

I flap as hard as I can, but I’m falling. All I can do is brace myself as I begin crashing toward the ground.

The earth strikes me hard. Hard enough for my head to snap back on my neck and for stars to flutter behind my eyes. A dull ache shudders through my shoulders.

No! Don’t pass out! Don’t!

Something hits me hard on the back. My head reels again. Pain strikes down on the back of my head. I scream, but my body feels like lead; I can’t move it.

No! NO! MOVE!

I PROMISED SARAH I WAS COMING BACK!

Suddenly, a second wind, a renewed flood of strength, crashes through me. I push off the ground, forcing the other dragon off my back. I spin around. The dragon has stumbled, taken by surprise, and I snarl. No. He’s not going to be the reason I don’t make it back home!

I leap forward, grab him by the throat, and twist my head. The snap that rings out rattles through my teeth, and he’s limp in a moment. Once he’s gone, I listen, and I realize there’s a disturbing lack of sound in the air.

My head snaps up, but I see a lot of the Eclipse dragons retreating. As I scan my eyes across the skies, I do a head count.

Before I can finish, Cyrus lands next to me.

“Rufus!” he barks, “Are you okay?”

“Y—yeah. I think I’m all right.”

“Good,” Cyrus says, “Because we don’t have the time to stay here and lick our wounds. We have to get back to Greyson Ridge as fast as we can!”

“What?” I ask, “Why?”

“Because this is the least of what Eclipse has planned, and the girls are alone back there!”


Chapter 25 - Sarah

“All right, Girls,” I order, “It’s time to go!”

I’m not acting as a friend as I scour my gaze over Lena and Julie. The pair of them are scurrying around, gathering up notebooks and papers.

“Come on!” I bark, “Let’s go! We don’t have time for this! Just grab the map and we need to get to the station!”

“But if there’s an attack, they might destroy all these important documents!” Julie protests.

“Yeah, and I am not leaving Gram’s notebooks behind,” Lena says firmly.

I sigh. I’ve told them that the dragons think there’s an attack coming, but I really don’t think it’s sunk in how bad this attack is going to be. On the one hand, I’m so frustrated that they’re taking their sweet time to gather up all their stuff, but on the other hand, if I explain to them the gravity of the situation, that I had a vision of a complete bloodbath—and Cyrus, in particular, was killed in a gruesome way—I think it would stress them out too much. Lena especially. When I see her straining to reach down, trying to pick up the journals from around her own pregnant belly, it just becomes so clear that we have to try and avoid that kind of stress for her.

But still—

“Guys!” I snap, “We really do need to go! If you don’t have everything you need by now, then you’re not getting it! I promised the fellas I was going to keep you safe! If you’re not moving in a few seconds, then I’m going to grab you both and drag you out of here.”

Both of them grumble, but they’re starting to move now.

We all hustle to the cruiser. Julie gets into the back, and Lena gets into the front. When I start the car, I punch it into motion—and start driving off as quickly as I can get the car to move.

“Ah!” Lena yelps, “Sarah! Why are you driving like a maniac?!”

“I told you!” I snap to her, “There’s an attack coming!”

“There’s been attacks coming since the dragons moved here!” Lena calls back, “We should be kind of used to them by now!”

“Not attacks like this,” I grunt.

“What does that mean?” Julie asks from the back.

“Yeah,” Lena says accusingly, “you’re hiding something from us! Spill it, Sarah! What’s going on?!”

I just keep driving for a moment, eyes fixed on the road.

“Sarah!” Lena snaps, “Come on! We all have to deal with the dragons’ overprotective bullshit all the time—don’t you do this to us!”

“Okay, fine!” I clap back, “So I’ve started having visions, and it’s started happening so quickly that I didn’t get the chance to tell you guys.”

“Oh, wow!” Julie says, “How? What do you get visions of?”

“Danger. I’ve only seen visions of trouble. And I’m telling you, this attack the dragons are going to stop is a big one.” I look at Lena from the corner of my eye and then at Julie in the rearview mirror. “I saw some of them getting killed.”

“Who?!” Julie exclaims.

I see Lena staring at me in horror from the corner of my eye. I forcibly keep my view straight on.

“Cyrus and Evander were attacked by almost the entire clan on their way home,” I reply, “That’s why we had to send every one of the dragons out there to try and save them.”

“What?!” Lena shrieks, “You saw Cyrus die, and you didn’t tell me?!”

“We thought it’d be best to keep that to ourselves until you guys were in a safe place,” I grunt, “We didn’t want to freak you out more than necessary, Lena.”

“Well, I’m freaking out now!” she snaps.

I sigh. Julie reaches toward me from the backseat.

“Can you have another vision?!” she asks desperately, “Can you see if they’re winning the fight or not? Do you know if they’re okay?!”

“I’m sorry,” I reply simply.

Then, something gleams in the rear-view mirror. My view snaps over to it.

“I can’t believe you’d keep this from me!” Lena shouts.

“They were probably just worried about the baby, Lena,” Julie argues gently from the backseat.

“Yeah, but I’m still here! I have the right to know about this!” she argues back.

“Shut up,” I growl.

Lena looks at me.

“Sorry, what did you say?!” she says.

“Shut up, Guys!” I snap, “We’re being followed!”

They shut up immediately. I look back to the rear-view mirror. There’s a dragon flying behind us, looping back and forth throughout the sky. It’s in a stormy grey color.

“I don’t recognize that one,” Lena gasps.

“It’s got to be Eclipse!” Julie adds.

Here?! In the middle of town again?!

All right. I’m not letting any of us get kidnapped again.

“You buckled in, Guys?” I growl.

“Yeah.”

“I am.”

“Then hold on,” I grunt, “This is gonna get rough.”

I keep driving up the main road. There’s a tiny little backstreet coming up on our left, but I keep driving straight for now—not showing anything to tip off the stalking dragon as to where we’re going.

Just as we reach the road on the left, I yank the steering wheel as hard as I can, pulling up the parking brake in a half-J turn. The car’s back end fishtails out. Julie and Lena scream. I grit my teeth in concentration. As the car swings horizontally, I slam the parking brake down. Stomp on the gas. The car roars. Then, we hurtle forward. As we rocket down the small back alley, I glance at the rear-view mirror. No dragon.

But I don’t have the best view.

“Julie!” I bark, “Can you look around and see if the dragon’s still following us?!”

Julie’s whimpering lightly, but when I talk to her directly, she cranes around and peers out the back window.

“I see it!” she gasps, “It’s not following us, but it’s doubling back!”

“Shit,” I grunt, “It’s gonna be hard to lose this thing from the ground.”

“Hey!” Lena says, “Turn left here, at the end!”

“What?” I ask, “That’s away from the police station!”

“I know, but there’s a craft fair on Sundays!” Lena says, “I sell herbs there sometimes—all the stalls are covered in awning! It won’t be able to see us from above if we go there!”

I consider it for a long second, then nod.

“Right!”

I turn the car again, and just like Lena said, there’s an entire craft fair here, with the stalls sheltering us from above. The dragon shouldn’t be able to see us, but that hits us with another problem; there’s the crowd of patrons of the fair getting in the way of the car. They pass out of the way when they see a police car trying to worm its way through, but we slow to a crawl.

“All right,” I grunt, “I think we’re going to have to abandon the car. We’re not going to get out before it finds us. Let’s blend with the crowd and run there!”

The other two look at each other and then nod with uncertainty.

I park the car up and whip the door open. Lena gets out and then opens the door for Julie while I keep my eyes on the skies. Nothing.

“Okay,” I bark, “I don’t see them. Let’s go!”

I go behind the pair of them, and Lena takes the lead toward the police station; we all know the way. Julie’s watching the skies frightenedly. I take up the rear, also watching for our draconic stalker.

We leave the craft fair and keep to the small back allies. We soon find ourselves separated from the shoppers and break into a sprint—or as much as Lena can, holding her pregnant belly.

But then a hulking shadow drops down in front of us. I sprint in front of Julie and Lena and swing my arms wide, stopping them. The dragon gives us a serpentine smile.

“Hello, Ladies!” the growling beast says mockingly.

I draw my handgun and aim it at him.

“We don’t want trouble!” I snarl.

The dragon breaks out into growling laughter. I know that if I hit the eye or the inside of the mouth, I can at least make him flinch.

“You don’t want trouble?” the Eclipse dragon cackles, “You are trouble! All three of you!”

Lena suddenly steps past me, a shining determination in her eye. She extends her palm toward the dragon.

No! What’s she doing?!

“Lena!” I scream.

My arm snaps out, and I try to grab her and drag her behind me to safety when I see crackling electricity sparking around her palm a bit too late.

As I clasp her wrist, I feel a jolt through my body. Except, it doesn’t feel like I’m being electrocuted. It feels like something’s being taken from me like some energy is being sapped out of my body by my hand gripping Lena’s.

“Whoa!” I hear Lena gasp.

I look up at her, and she’s staring at her own palm. Before, it sparked with power, but now a glowing orb hovers there in a hundred iridescent colors, like ribbons of magic binding together in real-time.

“That’s new!” Lena says.

The dragon steps back. Suddenly, he’s not laughing anymore.

“What the hell?!” he snarls, “You’re witches?! I thought you were just their fated!”

Witches… that’s right! All three of us!

“Julie!” I shout, “Get in on this!”

A second passes, then Julie runs over and takes Lena’s wrist as well, gasping as soon as she touches Lena. The glowing orb Lena’s summoning swells twice as big.

“All right!” I order, “Ready to fire?!”

“Oh, I’m more than ready!” Lena laughs.

“W—wait!” the dragon yells.

“Fire!” I shout.

Lena cries out. The magic crashes out in an incredible tidal wave of power. It cascades throughout the alleyway, filling the entire space. I see the dragon take flight, but he doesn’t escape before the magic finds him. Before long, it’s too bright to look at, and I clench my eyes shut to it.

Silence.

Lena gasps gently next to me. I open my eyes again. The alleyway is empty, but every inch of it, both the walls and the floor, is charred. The dragon is gone. I think he’s that pile of ash on the floor in front of us.

“Are… we safe?” Julie asks.

“Yeah,” I reply, “I think we’re good.”

I look at Lena. She’s gasping lightly, with one of my hands holding her wrist and Julie’s hand on the back of hers.

“Did we really do that?” Julie asks.

“Yeah,” Lena laughs breathlessly, “I knew I had electro-shock powers, but that’s new!”

I look numbly among the ashen alleyway. My head is ringing. I feel like a large amount of energy has just been sapped out of me; I’m suddenly more exhausted than I was three seconds ago.

“Come on,” I say, “Let’s just get out of the public eye as quickly as possible.”

***

Deep inside the police station, we sit, waiting anxiously. All we can do now is wait to see if our dragons come back home. I’m happy for the new oddity—it’s a distraction.

“So, you had electro-shock powers, huh?” I ask Lena, “Since when?”

“Oh. Er, later than the visions,” she answers, “I didn’t tell you?”

I laugh exhaustedly.

“Oh, maybe you did,” I sigh, “but so much weird crap’s been happening lately that I might have glanced over that bit.”

“I’ll say!” Lena laughs, “It’s all a been a lot, hasn’t it?”

“I wonder…” Julie muses aloud, “Does that mean Sarah and I will be getting our own powers at some point? We all have visions.”

“Yeah,” I agree, “Unique visions as well, so I guess we’re all going to get our own unique powers at some point. I’d feel a bit ripped off if Lena’s the only one who gets the other superpowers.”

“It makes sense if you did,” Lena says, “Since we found out that our ancestors were all a gigantic coven of witches. Looks like we’re just keeping the tradition going. It makes sense that our powers are better together as well—that’s a big theme of witches. The power of many in a coven.”

I just laugh weakly again, raking my hands through my hair.

“Oh, this is so weird…” I sigh.

“I know…” Julie agrees, “But I’m glad that we’re going through this together. At least we’re not going through it alone.”

“I mean, I had to go through it alone at first!” Lena laughs, “You guys are late! But yeah, it’s nice to have other people to talk to about this. You know, people who won’t look at me like I’m insane when I say: “Hey guys, I’ve got electro-shock powers. Is that weird?”

She laughs. Julie giggles, and I find myself laughing a little too.

“I mean,” I offer, “it’s reassuring that we can do something to protect ourselves if the dragons aren’t here.”

I say it mindlessly, but I feel the other two pinch up as I bring forth the horrid reminder that they’re not here.

But it’s fine. I tell myself, he’s coming back. He said he would. He’s coming back.

Just as I’m hoping and praying, Lena’s phone goes off. Her hand snaps into her pocket, and she brings it out and slams it to her ear with force:

“Hello? Hello?! Cyrus! Thank god!” she exclaims.

“It’s Cyrus?!” I’m suddenly on my feet, heart pounding with adrenaline.

“Is Kaius there?! Please tell me he’s there!” Julie begs.

“Is Rufus?!” The words slip out of my mouth. I hate how helpless those words sound in the air.

But Lena puts her phone back in her pocket with an arched smile.

“Follow me.”

She gets up and walks back to the front of the police station—the reception area.

And there they are. All of them. They’re messy, they’re clearly exhausted, they’re covered in blood—but they’re here. They’re alive.

My eyes snap over to the ginger hair hanging over the top of them all, and everything else fades away. Everything’s blurred except for that gentle smile, those sweet freckles, those jade-green eyes. My feet move without thought. Rufus’s smile gets wider as I get closer.

“Hey,” he breathes.

I throw my arms around his neck and pull myself into his broad chest. I take in his spicy, dragon scent, tinged with the bitter scent of blood, but still so welcome nonetheless. His warm arms envelop me and crush me to him.

“You okay?” he asks.

I just nod. I feel like my throat is getting tighter. My eyes sting. I’m so relieved that I’m trying not to burst into tears right here and now.

“I told you I was coming back,” Rufus purrs, “I promised.”

I don’t answer, and I lean back a little bit. I move my hands to the back of his head, and those lips flicker in another smile before they lean to me.

They press softly on mine in a slow and savoring kiss—just the sweet feeling of enjoying each other’s lips for a second. Then, we break, and I lean my head on his chest.

“You did,” I murmur, “Welcome back.”

He keeps his arms around me for a long moment. I could be here forever—enclosed in his warmth and his smell and his taste…

“Rufus.” Evander’s voice cuts across the moment.

He looks over, removing his warm chin from the top of my head and making a cold gap in the hug.

Ugh. Damn it, Evander!

I look up, and Evander’s eyes look down at me, too.

“Sarah,” he says, “we need to get back to the house as soon as possible. We have some bad news to share with all of you.”


Chapter 26 - Rufus

I can’t even find it in me to keep my hand off Sarah as we go back home, but she holds onto me as if I’m a lifeline, too. Once we’re back in the Miller’s Mansion, we all spend a moment taking a breath after the battle—both us and the girls; it seems like they had a hard fight of their own while we were gone. Far too soon, though, Cyrus calls all our attention, and we all gather in a circle around him.

“I’m not going to waste any time,” Cyrus says in a low voice, “I need to tell you all before the rest of Soleilus. Now that Eclipse has taken charge of the council, they’ve shown their hand; they’ve issued a formal warning to Soleilus that they’re laying claim to Greyson Ridge, and we have a month to leave.”

There’s a moment of stunned silence.

“What?” The question is uttered by so many of us at once.

“Is this war?!” Orion asks.

“Yes,” Cyrus answers grimly, “They have officially issued us a formal warning; apparently, we have until the next full moon to move Soleilus out of Greyson Ridge. Since they’ve given us a warning and a chance to leave peacefully, they have fulfilled the parameters for an honorable duel between clans for territory. None of the other clans can interfere, or they’ll become enemies of the council.”

He looks up at all of us.

“It seems like they’re willing to go to war with us to lay claim to the relics in Greyson Ridge.”

“But wait!” I protest, “You went there in the first place because they broke the council rules first! They attacked Sarah in the middle of town! How in the hell can they issue an official notice for a clan duel when they’ve already broken the rules?!”

Cyrus draws a deep breath and closes his eyes.

“Well, the rule against shifters revealing ourselves in front of humans is to prevent the secret of dragons getting out,” he growls lightly as he speaks, “and according to Eclipse’s representatives, them revealing themselves isn’t breaking the rules because there will not be any humans left to spread the secret.”

“Wait, what the fuck does that mean?!” Sarah snarls.

Cyrus looks up at us all darkly.

“It means that they’re going to kill the entire population of Greyson Ridge.”

There’s another moment of stunned silence among everyone. I feel like I can hear everyone’s throats closing. It’s a hot minute before anyone says anything.

“But they can’t… do that!” Sarah chokes out.

Cyrus growls at the back of his throat for a moment before he answers:

“Apparently, they can,” he snarls, “It seems that as long as the secret of dragon shifters doesn’t get out, it doesn’t matter to the council at large how that happens.”

“No!” Julie gasps.

“This is bullshit!” Kaius snaps, “They can’t do that!”

“This is insane,” Milo says quietly, staring wide-eyed into the middle distance.

Orion just snarls inhumanly at the back of his throat. Lena’s covered her mouth with her hand. Cyrus hangs his head.

“I would have never handed over control to them if I knew they’d go as far as to kill the entire human population in Greyson Ridge…” He laments.

“Not just the human population,” Sarah says suddenly.

All eyes are on her suddenly.

“What do you mean?” Cyrus says sharply.

“When I saw that vision of you and Evander getting attacked—”

“You have visions too?” Cyrus asks.

“I do. I have visions of danger,” Sarah answers.

“Yeah, she does,” I add, vouching for her.

There’s murmuring from everyone else.

“Good to know,” Cyrus answers, “Sorry, Sarah—what were you saying?”

“When I saw that vision of you and Evander getting attacked, I saw so many Eclipse members attacking just the two of you,” she says, “There weren’t so many Eclipse members because the whole Candara team was there—the others only came after I told them about it. They thought it would only be you two; they wanted you both dead.”

Cyrus nods slowly, staring intensely at her.

“What this says to me,” Sarah continues, “is that they really didn’t want that message that Soleilus has a month to evacuate to reach the rest of Soleilus.”

“Oh, my god,” I mutter as I pick up what she’s laying down.

Evander and Milo’s eyes widen. Kaius looks between us all. Orion closes his eyes. Both the other girls look horrified.

“She’s right,” Cyrus says, “If we didn’t make it back, Soleilus wouldn’t know to leave. They are obligated to give us a warning to leave, but nothing in the rules says that they have to repeat that warning if something happens to the messengers.”

“Those bastards!” Kaius explodes.

Julie gives a little squeak, and Kaius tries to comfort her. Lena’s looking horrified, rubbing her pregnant belly worriedly. There’s concerned murmuring among everyone else.

“So… how long do we have exactly?” Milo is the one to ask, “The next full moon, they said? How long is that?”

“One has just passed, so about a month,” Cyrus answers, “Considering everything, it’s a generous amount of time for us to escape—if we’re going to run, then we have plenty of time to pack up.”

“Would that… include the humans of Greyson Ridge, too?” Lena asks.

“Yes,” Cyrus answers, “It has to be. We can’t leave them to be killed.”

I look to Sarah. She’s glaring out at Cyrus. When I look at Julie and Lena, Lena has the same almost offended look as Sarah, and Julie has a tearful look on her face.

That’s when Sarah steps forward, putting her hands on her hips.

“We are not going anywhere,” she declares.


Chapter 27 - Sarah

Everyone is silent for a moment after I speak. Cyrus just stares at me for a moment—and it feels like it’s me versus him in this conversation.

“We’re not going anywhere,” I repeat, “Even if we could try to convince every person in Greyson Ridge to pick up and leave, there’s no way we wouldn’t have stragglers. Merl’s not leaving, for one thing.”

Julie and Rufus both nod knowingly next to me.

“But even more important than that, Greyson Ridge is our home,” I assert, “Our home. We should have the right to fight for it.”

“A nice sentiment,” Cyrus says stonily, “but Soleilus can’t defend all of Greyson Ridge if Eclipse goes all out in their attack.”

“It won’t just be you,” I answer confidently, “If we stay in Greyson Ridge, there’s a better chance that we might be able to help you.”

Cyrus frowns a little.

“Who’s ‘we’?” he asks.

“The people of Greyson Ridge,” I answer, “Us humans. I think you’ve been underestimating us.”

“I am not happy to involve humans in this,” he answers me in a monotone.

I put my hands on my hips.

“While you dragons were off facing the attack, we had to deal with one of the stragglers from Eclipse,” I say, “You know, one of those who gave up on the idea of hiding themselves from humans; we’re lucky he didn’t cause a panic when we fought him.”

Cyrus’s eyes widen. The other dragons look at each other in alarm.

“Wait, you actually had to fight one of them?!” Kaius gasps, looking between Julie and me, “I thought you girls were just chased by one!”

I just shoot Julie a look, and she squirms a little bit.

“I didn’t want him to worry,” she murmurs.

I grunt and—ignoring Rufus’s concerned gaze on me—look back to Cyrus.

“We did have to fight one of them,” I clarify, “And we won together. Combined, we managed to summon some kind of power that absolutely decimated the dragon who was attacking us.”

Cyrus frowns at me and looks between Lena and me as he speaks back:

“What kind of power?” he focuses in on Lena, “Was it like your lightning or electrocution powers?”

“Sort of,” Lena explains, “I started to try and throw lightning at him, but Sarah grabbed my wrist. Then… it was like she’d added her power to mine. I just felt my magic double. Then, when Julie got in on it, it got more powerful again. It wasn’t like lightning; it was like… a beam or something. But when we fired it, it was like a wave of power.”

Lena gives a light chuckle: “It was kind of incredible, actually.”

Cyrus leans back a little bit, surprised. He then nods.

“What I’m trying to say,” I say, attracting his attention back to me, “is we’re clearly magically inclined. It’d be stupid to say we’re not—Lena, Julie, and I have activated visions. Lena has lightning powers that can stun a dragon, and when we band together, we can destroy a dragon. In fact—” I look to Lena, “—I don’t want to overestimate us, but I reckon that wave of power could have taken out more than one dragon.”

Lena considers and then nods. I look at Julie, and she smiles, nodding as well.

“And from what I understand about this magical bullshit,” I continue, “Greyson Ridge itself is the source of all this. The relics, the keys… it seems like you dragons had to arrive and set it all off, but if we’d met in anywhere other than Greyson Ridge, it wouldn’t have worked.”

There’s more nodding around the table from the others watching this conversation happen.

“There may still be more powers waiting to be unlocked in the residents here,” I argue, “I think combining our powers with Lena proves that Julie and I have some extra power we haven’t manifested yet, and we might not be the only ones. Who knows who else might have potential.”

“I see your point,” Cyrus counters, “but this only matters if those same residents are planning on fighting with us.”

“I don’t think you should underestimate the get off my porch community spirit Greyson Ridge has,” I clap back, “This town has survived the silver rush, epidemics—so many things that turned other towns around here into ghost towns, and we’re still kicking.”

Cyrus’s face twists a little, unconvinced. I can see the other dragons in the circle staring at him, reading his responses. I know if I can’t convince the Alpha, there’s no point convincing any of the others.

“Okay,” I start up again, “consider this: we somehow manage to convince the entire population—both human and shifter—to pack up and leave within a month. Eclipse takes over the ghost town that Greyson Ridge has become. What then?”

Cyrus narrows his eyes a little at me.

“What do you mean, ‘what then’?” he asks.

“We know that they don’t actually want Greyson Ridge,” I state them, “They want the keys and relics in Greyson Ridge, not the town itself. Once they have those, they’ll be even more powerful than ever, right? What then? What if they still want to settle the score with Soleilus after that? What if they want to do something else with that power?”

Cyrus averts his gaze, pondering over that. There’s a light rumbling around the table.

“You make a good point,” Cyrus admits after a second.

“We have to stay and fight,” I say, “As far as I can see, there’s no other option. Not just because we have to keep Eclipse from the power in the town, but because this is our home. All of us, human and dragon—we have to fight for it. If the carvings are right, then it’s always been our shared home.”

Cyrus frowns a little at me.

“Carvings?” he questions simply.

“Oh, that’s right!” Lena says, “You weren’t around when we investigated them! We found some very old carvings in a cave close to the collapsed mineshaft. Julie and I had a look over them, and it really looks like these carvings are ancient.”

“They are,” Julie adds, “They look a couple of hundred years old, at least. I haven’t had the chance to check exactly how old—I’ll need to find that out, but it’s a few generations at least.”

“Yeah. Anyway, it seems to show dragons and a certain coven of witches in Greyson Ridge many years ago,” Lena says, “So, it almost seems like dragons were always meant to be here in Greyson Ridge.”

Cyrus nods, looking down at her, then staring off into the middle distance. He spends a second in thought, and everyone waits with bated breath to see what he says next.

“Fine,” he concedes, “I will need to check these carvings myself. We’ll discuss whether or not we should leave later. For now, everyone’s dismissed. Rest up. We don’t know if Eclipse is going to try again when we go to the cave.”

All the dragons nod and start walking away from the table, dismissed. Cyrus walks away first, and Lena starts walking after him. She pauses for a second and looks over her shoulder at me:

“I’ll talk to him,” she says before following him.

After he goes, the others separate out into their own little groups. I can feel Rufus’s gaze on me. I turn to him with a smile.

“Yes?” I ask him.

“I love how you do that,” he murmurs.

“Do what?”

“Talk back,” he says, “We don’t talk back to Cyrus like that, but I suppose you’re not scared to talk back to anyone, are you?”

He has this smirk on his face. I feel myself grin back.

“Well, it’s just part of my job,” I chuckle, “I mean…I wouldn’t be a good sheriff if I couldn’t face down men bigger than me every once in a while.”

“Mm,” Rufus purrs, “You think you could take bigger men down?”

I walk closer to Rufus, pressing myself against his chest. His arms wind around my waist.

“Depends what you mean by take them down,” I murmur, “If you mean tie them to a radiator to subdue them, then yes.”

Rufus laughs, looking away. His face drops a little when he looks away from me. I follow his gaze, and catch the outline of Lena through the door. She has quite an identifiable silhouette nowadays, thanks to her pregnancy. She’s making some animated gestures with her hands, and I can only assume she’s talking to Cyrus.

“Do you think she’ll convince him?” I ask, “I know if he says go, all the dragons will go.”

Rufus looks back at me, a hard edge to his eye.

“Not sure,” he admits, “She definitely has a way of getting around to him. I’ve never seen anything like it. With Lena on the case, we might have a chance.”

He then looks back at me, that hard edge dissolving into pain.

“If we can’t convince Cyrus to stay in Greyson Ridge, then… would you come with me?” he asks.

“What?” I whisper.

His arms squeeze around my waist, pulling me even harder into him.

“If we have to leave, would you come with me?” he asks, “I know you worked so hard to become the sheriff here, and it means a lot to you, but if I’m forced to leave, would you even consider coming with me?”

My heart sinks. I pause for a moment, my mouth a little agape. I look down. The question weighs on me like a yoke dropped onto my shoulders.

He’s right. I did work so hard to get where I am… Moving away would undo all of that. I’d have to start again somewhere new, and obviously, I’d be at a man’s side. I wouldn’t be coming in an independent woman, but someone’s wife, which is what I didn’t want…

But on the other hand, I… I don’t want him to go. I don’t want to be without him. When I imagine life without him, even the life I was pretty happy with before I knew he existed, it feels hollow. I wouldn’t be able to go back to how I was living without feeling like something was missing…

Maybe it’s time I put that kind of pride aside; being independent in my job doesn’t mean I have to be lonely forever, does it? Being his wife hasn’t changed how anyone’s looked at me—not anyone important, anyway—and I’m still respected as the sheriff. Hell, Rufus was just saying I was talking back to their Alpha in a way most of the dragons wouldn’t dare.

Maybe… I can have both. Be both. The soft side, the wife, and the hardened police officer—they can coexist in me.

I look back up to Rufus. He’s been silently watching me the whole time, a sheen of anxiety tightening his jaw as he watches me weigh my options. I smile at him.

“I’d go with you,” I reply quietly, “I don’t want to, but I love you, so I’d go.”

He gives a breathless laugh of relief. Suddenly, his hands sweep down to the backs of my thighs, and he lifts me off my feet.

“Rufus!” I shriek in delight.

He swings me around in a circle, and I start laughing. His own laugh rumbles through his chest. He then slows and places me back down on the floor. When he does, he leans back and looks me in the eye:

“You know,” he murmurs, “I really worried for a second there… but I shouldn’t have. I love you, Sarah.”

My stomach still does a little flip when I hear those words. The fluttering escapes me in a light giggle.

“I love you too.”

His lips touch mine, and I sink my hands into his lovely long hair.

It feels so good to just… be in love with someone.


Chapter 28 - Rufus

“Do you think he’s decided anything yet?” Milo asks me in a low voice.

“I don’t know,” I answer.

We’re all clustered in the back: Milo, Orion, Evander, Kaius, and me. Julie and Sarah walk ahead of us, chatting with each other. Leading the procession is Cyrus and Lena.

“I’m sure the engravings will help convince him,” Milo says, but he doesn’t sound that sure.

“Or Lena,” Kaius adds, “She’s very persuasive.”

I chuckle weakly.

“Look, if Cyrus says we need to leave, then it’s not because he wants to spite all of us,” Evander says, “It’s because we’re all going to be killed if we stay here.”

We all sink after Evander speaks. He’s telling the truth, but…

We all plod forward in sullen silence for a second until Orion, of all of us, is the one to speak:

“I don’t want to go,” he grunts, “I like this place so much better than our old base.”

All heads turn to face him.

“If you guys won’t say it, I will,” Orion says, “Greyson Ridge is way better than where we’d set up before.”

“Wow,” Kaius chuckles, “Didn’t expect that from you, O. I thought our cool, stoic tracker would be fine anywhere.”

Orion shrugs.

“The location’s better, the humans around are great, and the beer is good,” he grunts, “What can I say?”

“Yeah,” Milo adds on, “Plus, I like my job at the school. I’ve never had a job like it, and it’d suck to lose that.”

Everyone murmurs in acknowledgment. Evander looks between Kaius and me.

“And I thought you fated mate lover boys would be the ones to throw the biggest fits over this,” he chuckles weakly.

“I’m fine wherever Julie is,” Kaius answers firmly.

I think for a second before I answer:

“Same here, but I know Sarah really doesn’t want to go,” I say.

“Yeah…” Kaius replies, “Same with Julie… it’d break her heart to have to give up the museum.”

We all walk in more sullen silence for a moment.

“Well, I’ll admit that I like it here too,” Evander says, “But if Cyrus decides we have to leave, I wouldn’t be surprised. We don’t just have ourselves and our own comfort to think about. We have to think about all of Soleilus.”

We all keep our silence; he’s right. We know he is.

“I’d expect the worst, everyone,” Evander states.

We tread along the rest of the path, arriving at the edge of the cave. I see Cyrus and Lena stop first, then Julie and Sarah, then the rest of us.

“Well… here we are,” Lena says.

Cyrus nods and then gives us all an ordering glance. We all shift at once, and those of us with mates go to their sides and pick them up. I go over to Sarah, and she smiles and loops her arm around my neck, knowing the deal by now.

I parachute down with my wings, and everyone lands at once. Lena takes Cyrus’s hand and leads him to one of the walls.

“So this is the carvings that we were talking about,” Lena says, “I’m fairly sure a lot of these are witchy sigils.”

Cyrus walks toward the witchy sigils on the walls. His eyes are wide. He treads as if sleepwalking toward the wall and places a hand on it.

“I’ve identified some of them in Gram’s old journals, but others, I can’t figure out,” Lena says.

“You won’t,” Cyrus answers, “Because some of these are ancient draconic symbols…”

“What?” Evander says first, voicing all our thoughts.

We all gather around Cyrus as he looks over the wall from top to bottom.

“They’re draconic?” Evander asks, “Are you sure? I don’t recognize anything here.”

“That’s because a lot of these symbols are very ancient and very powerful,” Cyrus replies, “It’s one of those secrets they only tell Alphas ascending the throne.”

I freeze for a moment. I can feel burning gazes and look over to see everyone swapping aghast looks.

“So… an ancient Alpha was part of this?!” Evander says.

“It must have been,” Cyrus answers, “But what’s even more bizarre is how they’re woven together.”

“The witch sigils and the draconic symbols, right?” Lena says, coming to Cyrus’s side.

“Right,” he says, “They’ve been blended together to make something even more powerful. This… is the most powerful spell I’ve ever seen. I haven’t even read about the magic of this power in our oldest texts.”

“Well,” Lena laughs, “that explains why I couldn’t find what some of these symbols meant.”

“What’s the spell meant to do?” Evander asks.

“From what I could tell,” Lena says, “it’s some kind of protection circle. One large enough to cover the entire town. I think it’s what’s been keeping our town safe over all these years.”

“Yeah, that’s what it looks like to me too,” Cyrus says, “I… just wonder what the hell was so powerful that both witches and dragons needed to pull out magic this strong…”

“Maybe you should have a look at these carvings,” Julie suggests, “These aren’t symbols, but they seem to be commemorative paintings, which might give us some answers.”

Cyrus looks over in her direction and approaches the drawings on the other side of the wall. He gives the same wide-eyed expression when he looks over them.

“Incredible,” he says, “I’ve seen paintings just like these back in our old base. The ones there had been carved out from the walls they’d been originally painted on and taken to our base—it was an important part of our history. They were lost in the attack recently…”

He looks down regretfully. There’s a murmuring of sorrow among the dragons in there, and I hear myself sigh. Sarah touches the back of my arm softly.

“Anyway,” Cyrus continues, “let’s see what these ones say…”

He walks closer and studies them. He grows silent. Lena crosses the room again and looks back at the witchy sigils. She seems to be drawing them down, annotating them as she goes. Sarah looks over at me.

“Do you think that any of this might convince Cyrus to let everyone stay?” she whispers.

I know he can probably hear us, but I still speak back in a low tone.

“I don’t know,” I murmur, “Evander says we need to prepare for the worst, and he’s probably right.”

She sighs lightly. She folds her arms, and I sling my arm over her shoulders.

“Julie?” Cyrus calls suddenly, “Can I ask you something about these?”

“Yes?” she says, padding over.

Cyrus has slowly traversed from one side of the wall to the other, reaching the corners of the mural carved into the wall. He’s crouched down by the corner, where it seems to have suffered the most over time. Julie reaches the corner.

“Are these crests based on something in Greyson Ridge’s history, as far as you know?” Cyrus asks Julie.

Julie leans down, squinting at it. She adjusts her glasses when she stands up before she answers.

“It’s a little hard to tell because it’s rubbed off, but I don’t think so,” she says.

“They’re not familiar to you?” Cyrus asks, “At all?”

Julie shakes her head, and Cyrus nods in return.

“I see,” he mutters.

“What do you think it is?” Evander asks.

“I mean, I can’t be sure,” Cyrus says, “but this looks like it could be the icon of the Naga.”

A rolling gasp moved over all of us.

“Wait!” Lena says, turning around, “What? There’s an icon for the Naga there?! So Creepy Tom wasn’t the only one?!”

Kaius starts snickering. Everyone gathers around the engraving and peers closer.

“Oh, my god,” Milo says, “It does look like it could be!”

I lean down and frown at the lines. I didn’t notice it before because more than half of it is missing—a large chunk of rock has been broken off, but the loops that are left do seem familiar.

“So what does this mean?” Lena says, “If this is the icon for the Naga?”

“Well… obviously, I can’t be sure—” Cyrus begins, but Lena cuts him off:

“Just tell me Greyson Ridge wasn’t Naga-ville back in the day!” she snaps, “I can’t be doing with more than one Creepy Tom!”

I snort. Kaius starts snickering harder. Everyone else has a better time hiding their laughter, but I see some smiles twisting as they hold it back. Even Cyrus breaks out in a smile:

“I can’t be sure,” he says again, “but it looks more like the protection circle might have been cast to prevent Greyson Ridge from becoming “Naga-ville”.” His smile drifts as he adds, “But it looks like there was more than one Naga. There was enough that they had to be locked away.”

Cyrus walks back to the middle of the wall, looking over it.

“This engraving is littered with hidden symbols,” Cyrus says, “There are hundreds tucked away inside the other drawings—it tells a far different story when you know what they mean. I suppose that was to keep them secret in case a casual observer wandered in.”

“Oh, please tell us what they mean!” Julie says eagerly.

Cyrus smiles lightly and then announces it to all of us.

“From what I can see from these engravings, it looks like both dragons and witches were the founders of this town. I can see a list of names,” he says, “It looks like the dragons held the keys, and the witches were relic-holders.”

There’s another rolling gasp.

“How many of each?” Evander asks.

“I can’t tell how many relics; the carving’s eroded too much. But I can tell there are ten keys,” Cyrus answers, “and the names of the key guards…”

He looks at us all surprised.

“It looks like it’s the ancestors of the dragon clans.”

“Soleilus?” Evander asks.

“All of them.”

Everyone pauses.

“All of them?!” Kaius says, “Are you serious? All the clan leaders were here?!”

“That’s what it says,” Cyrus answers.

“Even Eclipse?” Evander asks.

“Yes. I recognize the name.”

Everyone looks at each other again.

“What the hell happened?” Kaius asks, “I thought all the dragon clans have been at each other’s throats as long as anyone can remember?”

“That’s what we thought,” Cyrus says, “But this says that they were here. They each held a key to keep the Naga locked away, but they had to leave… for some reason.”

He kneels down and looks down at the bottom of the carvings. Toward the bottom of the cave, there’s more erosion, and after running his hand over them, Cyrus sighs.

“I don’t know why. Half of the history’s gone from how it’s crumbling away,” he growls in light frustration for a moment before he sucks in a breath, “Well, I suppose it’s surprising it survived at all, let alone so well.”

Lena walks forward and looks at Cyrus.

“But this is what Sarah was talking about—this place isn’t just our home. It’s yours too. All of you dragons. Fleeing Greyson Ridge because of this threat from Eclipse… it’s not just about how embarrassing or shameful it would be to leave; it’s about everything we’d be losing.” Lena looks at Julie as she says, “All this history.” She then glances at Sarah: “As well as what we’ve all built here nowadays.”

Sarah nods next to me.

Cyrus sighs. He walks away, arms folded.

“If we fight for Greyson Ridge,” he says, “it’s not going to be easy. In fact, I don’t even know if we could win as we are.”

“But,” Sarah says, “you’ve said yourself that there are so many more keys than we’ve found. How many do we have, two? And you said there were ten. That’s not even to mention how many more relics there might be—or how many residents here secretly have powers like Lena’s that can help us. To be honest, it would definitely be a worse move to leave.”

Cyrus nods. He looks from Lena to Julie to Sarah. Then, he expands his gaze beyond them and opens the floor with: “And what about the rest of you? Would you be willing to stay and fight?”

“Yes,” I answer before I can even think.

“I will,” Kaius answers nearly as quickly.

“I think we should,” Orion says.

“Yes, I will,” Milo says.

Evander looks among the rest of us and then nods at Cyrus. Our Alpha nods back at us all.

“All right,” he says, “If you’re all willing to lay down your lives like that, then I won’t force you all to leave.”

His gaze darkens.

“But in that case, we need to prepare ourselves for the fight,” he growls, “This is not going to be easy. One wrong move, and we’re all going to be killed.”


Chapter 29 - Sarah

Everyone’s in mixed spirits when we leave the cave. Cyrus leads in total silence, frowning hard as he walks. Lena and Julie have grouped together, in high spirits with the relief of being able to stay in their home. Kaius moves by their side, and while he doesn’t say anything, he seems to be in a good mood, arm slung around Julie’s waist and occasionally taking the time to lean down and plant a kiss on her hair. Evander, Orion, and Milo have clustered together, and while I’m not listening to their conversation, I get the impression that Evander and Orion have a grim outlook for the future—and while Milo is a little worried, he’s a bit more hopeful. Rufus is by my side, but I’m too busy observing everyone else to pay attention to him. Not until we get to the edge of the forest, which is when he stands in front of me.

“Hey,” he says, “so… are you going home, or are we going to Miller Mansion?”

“Oh.” I’ve barely thought about it, “I don’t know. If we think the danger’s passed, then home, I guess.”

Rufus looks over and calls:

“Cyrus!”

Cyrus looks over his shoulder, and everyone else pauses as well.

“Are we safe to separate to go home?”

He thinks for a second before he answers:

“I’d say so. After the battle yesterday, there hasn’t been a hint of Eclipse, so they’ve probably gone off to lick their wounds,” he answers, “Since we have a date for their next large attack, then I haven’t got many concerns, but keep in contact, Rufus.”

He looks among the others.

“That goes for all of you.”

Everyone nods. Rufus looks at me.

“Shall we go home, then?”

I smile.

“That sounds great,” I answer.

He then swoops down, and weightlessness takes me. I yelp, and before I know it, his arm is underneath my knees, the other around my shoulders, carrying me in his arms. Rufus spreads his wings and starts carrying us both home.

***

Once we get to my house, Rufus keeps carrying me and walks through the doorframe with me still in his arms.

“There we go!” he laughs, “That’s what married couples are supposed to do, aren’t they? Only you weren’t awake last time, so I don’t think it counts.”

I laugh back. He leans down and places me on the ground.

“Ugh,” I sigh lightly, “I’ve been at Lena’s since the attack the other day! I appreciate that you guys are trying to keep us safe, but I seriously need a shower!”

“Oh, do you, now?” Rufus purrs.

I didn’t even realize how that sounded until it was out of my mouth, but suddenly, Rufus is standing so close to me, giving me a wicked grin.

I know what that grin means, and a sweet heat starts beating in the pit of my stomach. I smile widely.

“Yes… you probably need a shower, too, after your own battle, right?” I ask.

“You know,” Rufus says, “I might just need a shower.”

He sweeps forward, and I feel his hand wind around my waist. I hear myself give a light shriek of delight as his strong arm turns me around. His lips press on mine. I deepen it, truly savoring the taste of his lips.

Mm… I’m never going to get over that tasty, spicey flavor…

But before the kiss can get much deeper, Rufus pulls away.

“Let’s get to the shower before we forget,” he purrs.

I laugh. He’s right; if we start, we definitely won’t stop just for the sake of a shower. I slide my hand down to his and link my fingers through his. I lead him into my bathroom.

My bathroom is… very much for one person. It’s designed for a singleton, and as I close the door, Rufus laughs.

“Cozy, isn’t it?” he chuckles.

“Yeah.” I smirk at him, “If we’re not careful, we might end up bumping into one another.”

“Oh, no!” Rufus replies sarcastically.

I reach forward and turn on the shower. It crashes down like I’ve overturned a bucket of nails onto the tiled floor. I never noticed how noisy it was until Rufus practically has to shout at me to be heard:

“Is it always that loud?”

“Uh… yeah,” I say, “And I have to run it for a while to get hot water through. It’s an old house; what can I say?”

But then Rufus smirks.

“Good,” he says, “That means we don’t have to keep quiet!”

With that, he reaches down to the hem of his shirt and pulls it up over his head. For a long second, I just take the second to run my gaze under his picturesque abs. I have never seen a man so perfectly shaped—it’s like he’s been carved by a master sculptor, like an interpretation of a Greek god. Every peak and valley of his chest is like a thing of imagination. But even in my most lewd dreams, I don’t think I could have come up with a man so sexy. And yet he’s here, right in front of me. Ready for the touch.

That chest heaves, and I hear him laugh.

“Officer, are you ogling me?” he chuckles, “My eyes are up here!”

“I’ll look at your eyes later; I see them all the time,” I answer, staring at his chest.

“Sheriff, that’s not professional!” he cackles back.

“Oh, shut up!” I laugh back, “I don’t have to be professional about it when I’m off duty! Besides, you love it!”

Rufus chuckles some more and then steps toward me.

“Are you going to return the favor, then?” he purrs.

I crack a smile and start unbuttoning my own shirt. I can feel his jade eyes beaming on me, watching every motion of my fingers as I slip every button loose. As I look up at him, I shrug my shirt off. His eyes move down to my cleavage. It’s my most sensible black bra, but he bites the corner of his lower lip and looks at me with a hooded gaze like it’s the most erotic lingerie he’s ever seen.

“God, you’re so beautiful,” he whispers.

A warm heat crawls over my face, and I don’t fight the blush—or the smile. He steps closer and leans his head down to my chest. I just let him rest his head on top of my boobs. His face is so warm on my skin. Stray hairs are tickling my face, and I lean my head down on his silky ginger hair.

I’ve never felt such soft, luscious hair on a man. Maybe I should ask what shampoo he uses.

His hands start wandering, and I feel his hands skim over my skin to my back. He slowly unhooks my bra, and I lower my arms forward to let the straps fall off my arm. He leans back and lets my bra fall. Rufus smiles. He places his hands on my breasts, cupping them, his thumbs gently running circles over my nipples.

A lightning bolt of pleasure crashes up my body, and I gasp. I end up standing on my tip-toes, arching toward his touch. The anticipation for sex starts crackling through my body. My heart starts hammering hard in my chest.

Oh! Yes! Keep doing that! I want you so much!

My hands snap forward and start undoing his belt. Or trying to—I’m almost trembling in anticipation, and his damn belt gets caught in my hands before I can undo it. I struggle with it for a long few moments, even yanking hard at it a few times before the buckle finally starts to unlatch. Rufus just laughs lightly for a moment but doesn’t make a move to help me.

“You’re eager,” he murmurs.

I manage to wrench it loose and start pulling his pants down with the same rough eagerness. He springs free, his cock already standing to attention. I cup him back, and Rufus shimmers against my gentle touch.

“So are you,” I reply.

I run my hand slowly up the shaft, just touching the bottom of the head. He gives a light whine of desire. Then, I slowly drag my loose fist down his dick again. He’s already moaning lightly at the back of his throat but breaks off to whisper:

“Wait.”

“What?” I ask

His hands leave my boobs and rest on my bare shoulders.

“Is the shower warmed up yet?” he whispers, “We’d better get in before we forget about it. The point was to have a shower!”

I laugh and let him go. I turn and run my hand underneath the running water. It’s very warm by now, and I nod at Rufus. I whip off my own trousers and then step in. As the warm water flows over my body, I sigh. I didn’t realize how gross I felt until I feel that grime running off me. I duck my head under the torrid stream and run my hands through my hair. I feel a lot fresher already, and I feel Rufus’s chest press against my back. He rests his head on my shoulder, and I feel the water start running over his head instead of me. I keep relaxing under the shower. His arms loop around my waist and tighten. The water runs warm and slick between us, feeling like it gets even more hot as it runs down our bodies. It’s so comfortable, the pair of us wrapped up together, being rained on by the soft, warm water. I could stay here forever, just Rufus and me…

“Ah! This is perfect!” I sigh contentedly.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it!” Rufus chuckles, “But you’re hogging all the water!”

One of his arms leaves me, and then he says:

“Let’s swap!”

“Oh, do we have to?” I ask.

He laughs again but then just kind of eases me away from the shower, putting himself into the stream of water. Compared to the heat, the bathroom air is freezing; I shiver, goosebumps on my skin. But then, his burning hot hands start rubbing over my body. He’s got a slick feeling over his hands.

Like lube.

The thought comes before I can stop it, and a shiver of arousal passes through me. I look as he squirts more shower gel into his palm. He then reaches forward and rubs the shower gel over my chest. I sigh in arousal and let my head roll back. Rufus’s hands rub over my breasts, lathering me up, and sharp shots of pleasure start rocketing down me. A small groan leaves my lips.

“Mm,” Rufus purrs, “I love that noise you’re making.”

I laugh breathlessly. His hands keep running over me, tracing a finger down my spine, his hands running over my buttocks.

“Give me your leg,” he murmurs.

I lift my leg up, and his hand holds under my thigh, his other hand running up and down my calf and the inside of my thigh, soaping me up. He lets go of my leg and then takes the other leg and does the same. Every time his fingers drape over me, my skin tingling like static rolling over my body. I just lean into his touch, his warm hands brushing up and over me.

“All right,” he purrs, “Now we can swap back.”

I laugh breathlessly, and we shuffle back. As the water runs over my body, the soap running down the drain, I hear Rufus do the same. I turn around and step backward out of the water as a soaped-up Rufus goes under the shower head. I’m standing on the edge of the shower, but it’s worth the discomfort to see Rufus under the water. He closes his eyes, leaning his head back. He runs his hands through his long ginger hair, dark brown in the moisture. Him, reaching his hands behind his head, stretching his chest out, slick white soap running down his shapely body.

Oh, who could resist?

I reach my hands forward and place them on his chest. He gives a little laugh, but it becomes a moan as I caress my hands down his abs. As soon as the soap is out of his face, he opens his eyes and grins widely. Rufus suddenly ducks down, and I feel both of his hands underneath the backs of my thighs. In one smooth motion, he lifts me up. I give a little giggle as he carries me, hitching my legs around his waist. He steps forward and braces me against the wall of the shower. A sharp cold spreads over my back, but his hot, wet body presses against my front. He holds me there for a second—I’m already gasping.

Then, he rests his body against me and slides in—one slow, smooth motion. I stutter a moan. My body wraps around his cock, grateful for every inch he gives me. Sharp bolts of pleasure crash up and down my body from inside. The orgasm is already coming—I’ve been waiting for it. He grips the back of my thigh, fingers sinking into the fat of my legs, keeping me still as his hips start to buck. There’s a nearly painful tingling of pleasure as he slowly pulls a few inches out and then thrusts inside, followed by a sudden crash of sensation through me. A moan pushes out of me every time he thrust—pleading without words, my screams of pleasure getting higher and higher with every movement of his cock.

I arch into him. Pleading. Moaning. My hands claw into his back.

“Ru—Rufus! Oh! Fuck! Yes!”

He groans a throaty sigh into my ear. His teeth close in on my neck, pinching my skin. The dullest throbbing pain spreads through me—I cry out.

He growls. He starts thrusting faster, moving faster. I’m starting to moan louder. I’m beating in sensation. It’s building, rising in me. My eyes roll back. It’s coming. I’m coming.

Oh—oh, god! Oh, fuck! Yes! Yes! Rufus!

It explodes in me. White hot pleasure crashes through my body. I howl in pleasure, and Rufus catches his breath for a second before he groans in his own orgasm.

It slows. I feel the last of the cock movement, twitching inside me. It all slows, and I melt against him, completely spent. His heart is hammering in his chest, and I can’t tell if the slickness between us is water or sweat. He heaves a few heavy breaths and then puts me down again. I stumble and fall against him. He gives a breathless chuckle.

“Are you okay?” he pants.

“Sorry,” I murmur, “My legs won’t work!”

Rufus laughs a throaty laugh. He snuffles his face into my neck and kisses it.

“Good to know,” he chuckles, “That must have meant I did a good job.”

I laugh and rest my head on his collarbone. I’m fighting for breath, the tiredness of a good orgasm flowing through me. He plants another kiss on me.

“I love you, Sarah,” he purrs to me.

“I love you too,” I murmur back to him.

Rufus presses his face against mine.

“You want to dry off and go to bed?”

I plant a kiss on his neck.

“I don’t think I want anything more.”

He snuggles his head into me. When he does, it makes everything feel all right. Like everything’s going to be okay. When Rufus rests against me, everything’s right with the world.


Epilogue - Sarah

The delicious smell of bacon wafts through to me. I sniff hard and open my eyes. I’m alone in bed, the golden beams of sunlight breaking through the blinds and landing on my face.

No matter how many times it happens, I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to this wonderful, timeless feeling. Waking up, warm and content, the man I love cooking me breakfast downstairs.

I’ve really been craving bacon lately… I wonder if it’s a pregnancy thing? I thought pregnancy cravings were meant to be weird crap, like pickles in ice cream or something, but I’ve just been eating so much bacon lately. That and other kinds of meat.

Suddenly, something in my stomach twinges. I give a gasp and clutch my belly.

Damn. Already?

These dragons definitely grow up so fast! I’m not even sure I’m showing yet and the dragon baby’s already kicking? I guess that they’re going to be very strong, whatever they turn out to be. It’s not going to be long before everyone knows…

Well, the fact that I have Rufus at my side definitely helps. With him with me, I don’t feel scared to face the world.

I slowly get up out of bed and see my uniform spread over the chair by the bed where I left it. I get dressed, making sure I’m doing it justice, tying my hair back in a neat ponytail, and fixing it with hair clips. My uniform still fits for now, but I’m probably going to have to get a new one soon…

Once I look textbook perfect, I walk down to see Rufus at the stove, bacon sizzling away in a frying pan. He looks so beautiful in the mornings. All crumpled and tousled and natural and him.

He looks over his shoulder at me and smiles.

“Good morning, Sheriff!” he calls playfully, “Sleep well?”

“Hey,” I reply, smiling, “yeah, I did.”

There’s already a cup of coffee on the kitchen table, and I sit down and take a sip. Absolutely perfect—just how I like it. This man never fails to make coffee that hits the spot.

“Bacon’s almost done,” he says.

“Thanks for cooking for me. Who knew a dragon baby needed so much bacon?”I joke, “I’m used to a swig of coffee and a granola bar.”

“I probably could have told you.” He laughs back.

“Hey,” I say, “I felt the baby kicking this morning.”

“You did?!” He asks loudly, “Oh, damn! I can’t believe I missed the first kicking!”

“Eh, I’m sure it’ll happen again.” I say, grinning, “You’re so excited!”

“Of course I am!” He says, “My wife is pregnant with our first kid—everything’s exciting about that!”

I laugh at his attitude. He’s just been wonderful throughout the entire process. He’s made everything so much easier. I look down to my left hand when he says the W word. The wedding ring still feels a bit weird on my finger. After things calmed down a little, Rufus went out of his way to get me one I like, but it doesn’t feel natural wearing it yet. I’m not used to jewelry on my hands, and I keep finding myself fiddling with it.

Obviously, it caused quite a stir among the bridge ladies that I was suddenly married overnight, but frankly, there are more important things now. I can only imagine how they’re going to react when I fully start showing. But with Rufus at my side, I’m finally confident that everything will work out. The fact that I love him is more important than a hundred old biddy’s opinions.

I take another sip of my masterfully brewed coffee.

“So, what are you dragons up to today?” I ask.

“Eh, not much,” Rufus replies, “Probably start with a briefing, then go out on patrols around the town to see if we can spot any Eclipse members or if they’re staying true to their promise that they’ll come back in a month and kill us all. Oh, and probably get some coffee from Gunn’s Diner in between patrols.”

“The usual, then,” I murmur playfully, taking another sip.

“And what about you?” he asks, swinging the frying pan around and scooping out the bacon, “What’s our best gal in blue up to today?”

I chuckle a little before I answer:

“Arson, it looks like.”

“Arson? Ooh, sounds exciting!” he says.

“Not really,” I answer back, “A trash can was dragged out into the middle of nowhere and set on fire. No one even spotted it until it burned all the way to the ground. It’s melted to the road right now. Probably that same group of kids who did the vandalism against the alleyway of the diner, so once we scrape that trash can off the road, we have some mothers to talk to.”

“Living the dream, I see,” Rufus says, putting the plate in front of me.

I reach for my fork and knock it off the counter. It hits the floor with a loud clatter.

When the sound rings out, another rings out in my head: HONK!

My vision fades to swirling black for a moment, and when it comes back, I see Merl again. A car swerves past him, honking its horn angrily as it passes him.

Oh, Merl. What are you up to now?

I see him, clearly drunk, stumbling around in the middle of the road. I recognize the businesses on either side, even though their shutters are down. He’s singing something tunelessly to himself, and the road itself is mostly empty. There’s a thick layer of frost on the floor, and the golden sunlight is pouring out over the concrete. It sparkles like golden powder in the morning sunlight.

So, probably this morning, then. Merl keeps meandering back and forth across the road, a bottle swinging from his hand. Then, there’s a screeching. Another car hurtles toward him. Merl stops walking and blinks numbly at the car that is crashing toward him. Hits the brakes.

But it’s too late.

The back end fishtails out and turns sideways. It keeps moving across the road, tires screeching as they grind down along the road. Metal screams as it gets closer.

Merl keeps staring. The car gets closer. I see Merl hit the side. I see the door start to crinkle under his weight and—

“No! Ah! No!”

I force my vision-eyes closed. It’s a skill I’ve had to learn—otherwise, watching so many disasters happen would probably make me lose my mind. I can feel that my eyes are still physically open, even though I’ve closed my internal eyes to the vision. It’s like a mind’s eye. After a second, my regular sight fills back in, starting as a pinprick in the very middle of my vision and opening out from there. Rufus is staring at me intensely, holding the offending fork which triggered the whole thing.

“What happened?” he asks, “What did you see?”

“It’s Merl again,” I answer, “He’s probably been partying all night—he’s drunk as a skunk and wandering down the middle of the road. He’s going to be hit by a car.”

I stand with a sigh.

“Sorry, Rufus,” I say, “Looks like I’m going to have to skip breakfast—I don’t have a lot of time to stop this one.”

“Go get your stuff—I’ll put this bacon and eggs into a wrap,” he answers, “You can eat it after you save Merl’s life again.”

“Aw, thank you,” I reply.

He smiles at me. I rush off and grab my bag—already packed with my police jacket and my other equipment. As I go toward the door, Rufus hands me a warm wrap.

“Are you coming back here after saving Merl’s ass?” he asks.

“Probably not,” I sigh, “I mean… by the time I get to where I see him, I’m so close to the station and the start of my shift that I might as well stay.”

“Oh, okay,” Rufus says.

I smile gently as he says it. He leans forward and kisses me softly. After a single kiss, he says:

“I’m going to get going as well. Lock up after us, and I’ll meet you later to let us back in.”

“I will,” I assure him.

We both head out the front door, and I lock up after us both. When I turn around, Rufus pulls his shirt off and smiles at me.

“See you later, then,” he says, “Go get them, Hero!”

I laugh lightly, and he dips down for one last kiss. Then, he undresses fully and shifts in one motion. With one mighty beat of his wings, he soars off into the sky.

You go get them, Hero.

I smile lightly, take a bite from my egg and bacon wrap, and head straight to my car. Time to stop the car crash I saw in the future.

It’s kind of a mad reality I live in now—but I’ve never felt better. With Rufus by my side and more control over my visions than ever, I feel like I can take on the world.

*****

THE END
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