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Аннотация
�It's a dark day for the kingdom of dragons.
Kyle Markel, the King of Dragons, is presumed dead when his plane disappears over the cold waters of the Northern Sound. To make matters worse, his sister, Carissa Markel, has been given undeniable proof that Kyle's longtime friend, Daniel Callaghan, has been sabotaging the largest investigation Eternity had ever had. He may have also been involved with Kyle's disappearance.
But all is not what it seems.
That's something Angela Lewis discovers when she's awoken in the middle of the night by a strange and violent ceremony. Her quick thinking frees the handsome man tied to the table, but the knife in his chest makes his survival questionable. Unsure who to trust, she find herself running to the only place the stranger is willing to go, The Dragon's Wing.
Can Angela find someone to save him? And without their king, what will become of the kingdom of dragons?


Julie Wetzel
For the Kingdom of Dragons
Dragons of Eternity-� 5



To Jessica,
From childhood to adult, you�re still one of my favorite people to get in trouble with.
I love you.
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The queen of hearts taunted Carissa. She studied her hand, trying to decide if she should make Mary pick up the card or not. If she ordered it up, she would have the right bar, the king, and the nine of trump plus an offsuit ace.
Was that enough to take the hand?
She glanced across the table at Tilly. Years of living without a voice had taught her how to read people. What she saw in her best friend�s eyes didn�t give her hope.
Probably not.
She�d be on her own if she ordered up the heart. Since it was late in the game, Carissa knocked on the table, passing over the gamble. Evelin and Mary only needed three more points to win, and Carissa didn�t want to take the chance on going set.
�Hearts are down,� Mary said as she flipped the card back into the kitty.
�Spades,� Tilly called.
Carissa�s mouth twisted up in irritation. She should have ordered the heart into Mary�s hand and played out her luck. As it was, she wasn�t going to be of any help to Tilly. Carissa didn�t have a single black card in her hand. She shuffled her cards around so the high ones were lined up and watched as Tilly led out with the high bar in spades.
Halfway through the hand, a loud knock rang through the room. The door swung open, and all four women turned to look at the men interrupting their euchre game.
A smile turned the corner of Carissa�s mouth as she saw the shocking white hair of the man she loved. It was short lived as she turned her gaze to the man leading Michael into the room. Daniel�s face was grim.
�Lady Markel,� Daniel said as he and Michael came closer. �We need to talk.�
Concern washed over Carissa as she looked up at the head of Eternity. She laid her cards on the table before standing to face the men. Leaning forwards, she accepted a soft kiss from Michael so she could magically borrow his voice. �What�s the problem?� Carissa asked as she refocused on Daniel. There was something in the way he stood that worried her.
�There�s been an accident.�
Dread shot through Carissa. �What happened?� Taking a step away from the table, she reached to Michael for comfort.
He took her hand and moved so he was standing behind her.
Daniel glanced down at the three women still sitting around the table. He swallowed before meeting Carissa�s eyes again. �It�s your brother.�
Carissa�s knees went weak, and she was glad for Michael�s arms around her. She leaned back into him, steadying herself for the next words out of Daniel�s mouth. �And?� she asked, dreading the worst.
A forlorn look crossed Daniel�s face. �Earlier this afternoon Kyle left to meet with Minister Lewis.�
�Yes,� Carissa said. �They were going to talk about some new legislation concerning dragons.�
Daniel nodded. �He never made it.�
Carissa stared at him in disbelief.
�I got a call from FAA. About thirty minutes into the flight, air traffic control received a distress signal from Kyle�s plane.� Daniel�s voice was bleak. �They were having trouble with the engines. A few minutes later, they lost both radio and radar contact with the plane.�
A shiver of fear ran through Carissa. �Where did they go down?�
�Somewhere over the Northern Sound.�
A blip of hope bloomed in Carissa�s heart. There was a higher chance of Kyle surviving a water landing than a land crash. �And?�
Apprehension filled Daniel�s eyes. �The Coast Guard has a search and rescue team on the water, and I�ve already sent a flight of dragons to help,� he explained. �But I need you to prepare for the worse. The temperature in the sound is frigid this time of year. If they can�t find him within the next hour, they aren�t likely to find him at all.�
Tears welled in Carissa�s eyes and she opened her mouth to breath. Shivers raised goosebumps along her arms as panic raced up her spine. �Do what you can.�
�I will.� Daniel raised his eyes to meet Michael�s gaze. �I�m going to go help with the search. Stay with her.�
Michael nodded and tightened his hold on Carissa.
Daniel brushed his hand over her arm to comfort her. �I�ll call as soon as I know something.�
Carissa gave him a weak smile of thanks.
Turning around, he hurried out of the room to join the search.
Spinning in Michael�s arms, Carissa buried her face in his chest. Tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. This could not be happening. She tried to breathe through the fear and anxiety, but couldn�t bear the thought of losing her brother. Kyle had always been there for her. What was she going to do if he was really gone? What were the dragons going to do? The loss of their king would be a crippling blow to the whole community! She clutched Michael�s shirt, praying to everything that was holy that they would find Kyle alive and well. They just had to.
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Carissa�s heart was heavy with misery as she pushed open the door to Kyle�s office. It had been three days since his plane had gone down. Three very long days. The first two had been filled with held breaths and hope, but as time ticked on, things became bleak. There had been a few moments of excitement on the second day when the Coast Guard had discovered some debris, but they hadn�t found anyone. Alive or dead. After three days, Carissa had to face the truth; Kyle was most likely lost in the frigid waters of the Northern Sound. That left her to pick up where he�d left off.
Turning on the light, she crossed the room to Kyle�s desk. She wasn�t ready to admit he was gone by taking up all of his responsibilities as ruling monarch, but she couldn�t leave his work with Eternity untouched any longer. There was too much going.
Kyle�s chair felt too large for her, but Carissa sat in it and looked at the desk. There were piles of paper everywhere. Drawing in a deep sigh, she pulled the first stack over and opened the top file.
Upon finding the report on Noah Byrd, her heart ached. His story had been a tragic case of wrong place, wrong time. Both she and Kyle had gone to see the young dragon when Daniel had brought him home. The poor man had been so damaged by Raven Nightingale�s death that he�d gone feral. There was nothing either of them could do.
Curious to see how things had turned out, Carissa read through the report. Her brow creased in confusion. There was something extremely wrong with the file. His medical records listed him as human, yet she clearly remembered him being a dragon. He�d been assigned to Miss Kara Rose, a therapist specializing in treating dragon separation issues. Carissa flipped through the rest of the file trying to piece his story together. She didn�t have any problems believing that a human could be made into a dragon. She�d read many old stories of dragons sharing their essence with the one they loved, and twice now she�d seen that miraculous transformation in person. Her own mate had been human before she�d accidentally turned him into a dragon. Yet, there was nothing in the report that explained how Noah went from being human to dragon or what his current status was. Closing the file, she slid it off to one side. She was going to have to follow up with Daniel on this one.
The next file in the stack belonged to Alexander Fied. The details of his case flowed from Carrisa�s memory with ease. Alex had been sent out to investigate a series of missing dragons. He�d crashed in a field and was rescued by a young woman named Terra Watson. She�d helped him regain his memory, but was captured and injected with an experimental serum that damaged her beyond repair. She�d been caught between forms and nothing she or Kyle did could stabilize her. It had taken a mate�s bond to allow her to transform fully. Oddly, Carissa couldn�t recall what happened to the newly bonded pair.
She opened the file to read the report. He mouth fell open as she pulled out a single sheet. A list of the dragons that had disappeared. It had been Alex�s assignment to investigate the disappearances and give some conclusion as to where the dragons had gone, but there was nothing here. Where was his report? The file contained nothing on any of the missing dragons, Alex�s memory loss, Terra�s transformation, or the follow-up reports. What�s going on? Shocked, Carissa slid the page back into the folder and set it with the first. The complete lack of information was unacceptable. This was part of the largest case that had ever come through Eternity.
The next file in the stack was huge. Carissa opened it to find a statement from internal affairs regarding the case against Michael Duncan. Not sure what Kyle would be doing with this file, she read through the loose pages at the top. There was a recount of the incident in the park and the arrest records for both Michael and Jareth. Michael�s release papers were signed by Kyle, but Jareth�s papers listed him as deceased. How can that be? Carissa flipped through the pages, furiously looking for an answer. She was sure that Jareth had been taken into Eternity�s custody for further questioning. What the hell happened? Unable to find the answers she needed, she slapped the file closed and piled it with the other baffling records.
Moving on to the other files on the desk, she read through each as thoroughly as she could. They were all linked to the missing dragons, and all of them were incomplete. Something�s not right.
Pulling out Kyle�s planner, she looked at the last appointment her brother had before he left. A single name was scrawled on the page: Alan Meyer. It took Carissa a minute to search the man up in Eternity�s directory. She was surprised to find that he was the aide to one of the ministers. Grabbing her phone, she sent Michael a quick text. There were a lot of questions that needed to be answered and she was going to need a voice to ask them.
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�Thank you for coming,� Carissa said as she welcomed Alan into Kyle�s office. She refused to think of it as hers yet.
Alan took Carissa�s hand and cradled it in his. �Anything for you, Lady Markel,� Sympathy filled his eyes. �I�m sorry for your loss. Your brother was a good man and he will be missed.�
Carissa clenched her jaw against the pain and lowered her face. Something inside her told her that he was still alive, and she hung on to that hope trying to keep herself together. When the burn in her nose subsided and she was sure she wouldn�t burst into tears, she spoke. �Thank you.� She pulled free of his hold and quickly turned towards the desk to hide the quiet sob that worked its way up. Waving a hand at the empty chairs, she pointed him to a seat. �Please sit. I have some questions for you.�
�Of course,� Alan said, taking the chair offered. �What can I do for you?�
Taking a final breath to compose herself, Carissa sat on the other side of Kyle�s desk and considered the aide. She didn�t really want to talk about her brother yet, but she needed to know what the mess on his desk meant. �Did you meet with my brother before he left?�
Alan jerked up straight in his chair. Surprise covered his face. �Yes,� he said timidly.
�What was the meeting about?� Carissa asked.
�Well,� Alan said as he fidgeted in the chair. His eyes landed on Michael leaning against the wall behind Carissa. He looked back at Carissa with imploring eyes. �It�s a sensitive matter.�
�Please,� Carissa pushed. �I need to know.�
Alan�s eyes darted to Michael again, but the aide placed his hands on the desk and leaned over it.
Carissa leaned in so she could hear him.
�I think there�s a traitor in Eternity.�
Drawing in a sharp breath, Carissa sat back as if he�d slapped her. Kyle hadn�t come out and said as much, but she was sure her brother had suspected something was wrong with the organization that policed and protected dragons. He had become very secretive with his work and had spent a lot of time on wing with Daniel recently. She felt Michael�s supportive hand touch her shoulder. �Who?�
Alan�s eyes jumped up to Michael once again, but he leaned closer and spoke softly. �Daniel Callaghan.�
Carissa�s eyes widened in disbelief. That couldn�t be! She could feel Michael�s hand tighten on her shoulder. She didn�t need to look back to know that he was yelling in silent protest. Daniel was Kyle�s most trusted friend. �Impossible,� she said for them both.
�Then how do you explain this?� Alan asked as he sat up and waved to the stack of files on Kyle�s desk. �All of these reports were filed by Commander Callaghan and all of them are incomplete.� He stood up and grabbed the first file, looked at it, and dropped down in front of Carissa. �Here�s a missing person�s report, yet there is no investigating agent and no follow-up information.� He picked the next up. �Here�s one about a shipment of dragon hormones intercepted by Eternity, yet there�s no explanation on how they were taken or what happened to them after they were confiscated.� He dropped that file and grabbed Michael�s thick file. �There�s no inquiry or explanation for Jareth Rosenthorn�s death.� He went for the next thin folder. �Alexander Fied�s report is completely missing and the man hasn�t been seen since he was put on medical leave.� He looked at the next file in that stack. �I�ve yet to locate any investigation into Raven Nightingale�s murder, and Callaghan won�t give up Noah Dove�s location so I can bring him in for questioning!� He dropped the paperwork back to the desk and held his hands out towards the inconsistent documents. �These are all part of the biggest case the Ministry has ever seen. People are dying, and your top man is doing everything he can to hamper the investigation. Tell me what I�m supposed to think.�
Sliding her fingers over the top of her head, Carissa pulled at her golden curls in shock. �Can�t be,� she groaned unable to believe all of the damning evidence piled on the desk.
Alan tapped the stack of files. �This is just a sampling of the incomplete reports I�ve found. All of them filed by Commander Callaghan.�
Carissa shook her head again. Daniel was working hard to solve this case. Kyle promised they were on this.
�And don�t you think it�s rather convenient that Kyle goes missing as soon as I brought this up?� Alan suggested. There was a suspicious tone to his voice.
Carissa�s eyes snapped up to meet Alan�s. �You don�t think Daniel had something to do with the plane crash?� Daniel would never hurt Kyle.
Alan crossed his arms and shrugged. �I�m just saying it�s a convenient coincidence. The king said he was going to discuss this with Daniel before he left. Maybe the commander freaked and saw a chance to rid himself of the king before his transgressions could come to light.�
Thoughts raced around in Carissa�s head. A plane crash with a missing body would be a great way to cover up a murder. But Daniel? She still couldn�t believe the trusted man could do this, but she was starting to see the possibilities. There were still several little holes in Alan�s theory. �If Daniel did kill my brother�� Michael�s hand tightened on her shoulder again, but she ignored it and went on. ��why hasn�t he come after you?�
Alan�s hand dropped to his side. Carissa could see the man hadn�t thought about that possibility. His eyes dropped to the desktop as he worked through the answer. �Maybe the king didn�t mention where he�d gotten the information.� He met Carissa�s gaze again. �He could have easily picked up any of these files while following this case.�
She glanced over the papers again, unsure what to do. If it were anyone else, she wouldn�t hesitate to go after them. Why did it have to be Daniel? She looked back up at Alan. �And what would you have me do? Arrest the head of Eternity?�
A perplexed look crossed Alan�s face. �It�s not the best option, but the man does have a lot to answer for.�
Michael grabbed the back of Carissa�s chair and spun her around to face him. �He didn�t do it,� he mouthed the words silently.
Carissa stared up into his angry face, shocked that he would interrupt her meeting like that. �Then explain this.� She held her hands out, fishing for some reasonable explanation for the lack of information.
Anger filled Michael�s eyes, but he could not give her an answer.
�I do not believe Daniel could ever hurt my brother,� Carissa said as she turned back around. �But I don�t know how to explain this.� She picked up the mostly empty folder containing Alex�s report. �I�ve never seen anything like it before. And I can�t just let it go.�
Michael let out a frustrated breath but didn�t protest further.
Dropping the file back to the table, Carissa picked up the phone. �Let�s see what Daniel has to say.�
Alan reached out and grabbed Carissa�s wrist before she could lift the receiver to her ear. �Before you do that.�
Carissa stopped and stared at the minister�s aide.
Dropping her wrist, Alan pulled his hand back and cleared his throat. �Umm�Perhaps you should have SWAT bring him in.�
Carissa cocked her head. �Why?�
Alan licked his lower lip before proceeding. �Well,� he started timidly before getting to his point. �On the off chance that he did kill your brother, don�t you think it would be wise to have some backup while questioning him?�
Carissa considered his point for a moment before dropping the phone back in its cradle. Alan had a very good point. Daniel was a very crafty man, and although she was a powerful mage, there was no sense in taking stupid risks. She hated to have Daniel arrested, but it was the best way to make sure they were all safe.
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The muscle in the corner of Michael�s eye twitched as he watched Carissa pick up the phone to call SWAT. Daniel didn�t do anything wrong. Yes, there was some information missing from the files, but that was no reason to arrest the man. There had to be a logical explanation for everything. He just couldn�t think of it at the moment.
Frustrated, Michael turned and walked over to look out the window. Alan had laid a convincing case against Daniel, but something didn�t sit right. Why would Daniel falsify Eternity�s official documents? Michael thought back over everything he knew of the few cases he�d been involved with. There had been an inquiry into Jareth�s death. He�d been questioned in the investigations. Why wasn�t that in the file?
He pushed that aside and thought about Alex�s case. The lack of information was painful. He knew some of the stories from his visits to Terra�s hospital room. Why wasn�t there anything on Terra or the fact that she was turned into a dragon? He knew that Alex was having issues with his memory. That may explain why his report was incomplete, but there should have been something about Terra and her condition. Daniel should have documented that at the bare minimum.
An epiphany struck and Michael looked out over the green yard without seeing it. Something Alex said rang in his head. Someone from Eternity is leaking information. The truth of the matter coursed through Michael raising goosebumps. Eternity was compromised. Daniel was sabotaging the files. He was trying to keep important information from leaking out!
Michael turned around to tell Carissa but stopped. His dragon was screaming to be wary. He looked at the man standing on the other side of the desk. There was a very satisfied look in Alan�s eyes that rubbed Michael the wrong way.
Turning back to the window, Michael pulled out his phone. His instincts told him they had a problem. If Eternity was damaged enough for Daniel to alter the reports, they needed to proceed with caution. Someone had taken out Jareth while in Eternity�s custody. Having Daniel arrested would give them an opportunity to do the same to him. And with Kyle gone, that would leave no one to stop the compromised agents. He had to warn Daniel. But how?
Normally he would call one of his buddies. The Elites of Eternity could easily deal with this, but most of them were out on assignment. Of the few that remained, Michael didn�t know which ones he could trust. He chewed over his decisions and came to the conclusion that he didn�t dare trust any of them.
He listened to Carissa order a SWAT team to apprehend Daniel and hold him for questioning. An idea hit and Michael punched up the number for one of his drinking buddies in SWAT. He knew McGee could be trusted. He tapped out a quick message. Hopefully, it would reach McGee before SWAT got to Daniel.
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Leaning back in his chair, Daniel rubbed the strain from his eyes. He yawned and stretched out his fatigue. For three days now he�d been trying to figure out what happened to Kyle. He couldn�t count the number of times he�d flown with the search parties over the Northern Sound looking for some sign of his friend. Dead or alive.
Finding the wreckage had given them some hope, but it was short lived. No bodies were found, and the flight recorder hadn�t been much help either. The thing fried itself as soon as the FAA technician plugged it in. No one said the word sabotage, but it was floating around in everyone�s mind. The crash was starting to look like more than just an unfortunate accident.
To make matters worse, Daniel�s instincts were screaming at him. Something about this whole situation stunk like yesterday�s garbage. He�d come back to Eternity�s main office to see if he could make heads or tails of it. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn�t come up with a reason someone would want to kill Kyle. Sure, he was the King of Dragons, but he was a fair and just man. He did his best to tend to his subjects� needs. There were the occasional moments of malcontent, but Kyle usually handled those with long practiced grace. Unfortunately, those moments were happening more often now. Raven Nightingale�s death had sparked a call for Eternity to act, but that anger had been directed at Eternity and its failing, not Kyle.
The scar down the side of Daniel�s face ached. He rubbed it, trying to soothe the pain. The only time that old wound hurt was when he pushed himself too hard. This week was proving to be one of those times. He needed to get some sleep.
Going home would put him out of reach if news came in, but there were plenty of open beds down in the holding cells. He could get a quick nap in and still be on hand if the need arose. Daniel grabbed his coat and headed out the door.
�Commander.�
Daniel turned to see a man, dressed in full SWAT gear, running down the hall towards him. �McGee?� His hope spiked. Had they found some sign of Kyle?
Josh McGee grabbed Daniel�s arm and wheeled him around. �Come with me.�
�Hey,� Daniel cried out as the muscular blond yanked him down the hall and around the corner.
Ignoring Daniel�s protests, Josh found the first door along the new hall and shoved Daniel in.
Daniel stumbled into the darkened storage closet. He grabbed one of the shelves for support. �What the hell?� Once he was stable on his feet, he turned to find Josh peeking out of the door. �Explain yourself!� This was not the way he�d trained his men to behave.
Josh glanced up and down the hall once more before closing the door and locking it. �Sorry about that, sir.� Light bloomed from the screen on Josh�s phone, cutting through the darkness. �I�m not exactly sure what�s going on myself.�
The center of Daniel�s brow furrowed, and he cocked his head. He watched as Josh tapped on his screen before holding his phone out. �What�s this?� Daniel asked taking the phone. A text box was open and the message on it ran chills down Daniel�s spine. Eternity is compromised. Get Commander out. Daniel�s head snapped up to meet Josh�s gaze.
The man gave Daniel a concerned look. �I got that message a few minutes ago from Michael Duncan.�
Daniel glanced back at the phone to check the sender. Whitey. Amusement curled his lip, but the smile was short lived.
�At first I didn�t know what it meant,� Josh continued. �Then Sanders came in and told us to gear up. He said we were going to be bringing you in for questioning.�
�For what?� Daniel asked. He had some idea what this was about, but he hadn�t expected it so soon. Falsifying Eternity�s records had been a risky move. He�d felt safe doing it while Kyle was there. He�d kept the king informed on all of the omissions, but with Kyle missing... He planned to explain things to Carissa, but he hadn�t had time yet.
�Treason.�
Exactly what I expected. �That�s fine,� Daniel said as he handed Josh�s phone back. �I have nothing to hide.� He didn�t have the files here, but he could get to them from any computer. All he needed to do to clear his name was present Carissa with the complete files and explain the situation. Should only take an hour to clear this up. It was high time he told Carissa what was going on anyway.
Josh held his hand out, preventing Daniel from passing him. �You don�t understand. Sanders told us to treat you as hostile. He said you had a hand in the king�s death.� A hurt look passed over Josh�s face. �Is that true?�
Daniel�s jaw dropped as he drew in a gasp of air. He expected the charges of treason for corrupting the files, not regicide.
�Never,� he said in a breathy whisper. His dragon thrashed at the accusation. His eyes narrowed and he glared at the younger man. �I�ve been protecting Kyle since the lad was a child. I would never hurt him?� He�d actually thrashed Kyle many times, but never without a good cause. Daniel reached past Josh for the door handle. Someone was going to get the rough side of his tongue for this one.
Josh�s hand on his chest stopped Daniel from boiling through the door. �Commander,� he said drawing Daniel�s attention again. �We have shoot-to-kill orders.� He met Daniel�s gaze, fear and concern darkening Josh�s eyes. �Someone doesn�t want you to make it through this alive.�
Daniel�s blood ran cold, and he stopped fighting. His stomach turned over as he finally realized his situation. He was in trouble. Deep. �What�s the plan?� Josh would not have saved him from his office if he didn�t have some way out.
The sound of running feet in the hall startled them both into silence.
Daniel could hear muffled voices through the thick door. He leaned closer and placed his ear against the wood to listen.
�Sir!�
�Did you find him?�
Tension radiated through Daniel�s body as he recognized the second man�s voice. Sanders. He was overcome with the sudden need to go out there and beat the hell out of the man. An angry rumble rose from his chest. Josh�s hand on his shoulder startled him and he cut off the noise before it could give them away.
�No. He wasn�t in his office. I�ve already sent men to the brig to see if he�s there.�
�I want him found,� Sanders said. �Double the guards at the gates. Search the building. Top to bottom. I also want teams sent to the palace and his home. And call over to the Coast Guard to see if he�s there.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Oh,� Sanders said before the officer could get away. �There�s a pub on the south side of town called The Dragon�s Wing. The owner�s a friend of his. Turn the place inside out.�
Daniel growled again but didn�t move from his spot. It was well known that The Dragon�s Wing was a safe haven for the Elites of Eternity. The fact that Sanders would order it defiled put him at the top of Daniel�s growing list of suspected spies. He�d already suspected the man for the way he acted when Alex went missing.
�Yes, sir!�
Josh and Daniel both froze when the noise in the hall increased as orders were given. They had just started to relax when the door handle jiggled. After a few seconds, it stopped and the searching men moved on.
Daniel let out the air caught in his lungs. �Now what?� he whispered.
�I�ve got some friends that are going to help,� Josh said. �Give them a few minutes to get into place.�
Moving away from the door, Daniel tried to figure out how this could have happened. Carissa has known me all her life. How could she suspect I would hurt Kyle? Things didn�t make sense. He turned it over and over in his head. Obviously Michael had seen through whatever plot was laid, but why hadn�t he convinced her? Was someone manipulating her? Was she in danger? He shook the thoughts away. He�d leave Carissa�s protection in Michael�s hands. He was more than capable of taking care of his mate. Daniel would deal with that later. What he needed to do right now was concentrate on his own survival. He looked up at Josh and waited for the man to act.
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Light filled the room as Josh cracked the door and peeked into the hallway. �All clear,� he whispered.
Daniel settled his coat around him and got ready to run. With the building crawling with guards, they were going to have to be fast about this.
Josh pulled the door open. �This way,� he said, starting off down the hall towards Daniel�s office. As they came to the corner, Josh stopped and peered around it.
Daniel chewed on his lip, waiting for Josh to move. Glancing over his shoulder, he checked the empty hall behind them. He turned back when Josh patted his arm and signaled for them to move.
With light steps, they sprinted across the opening. Daniel glanced down the hall to see two men standing outside his office with guns at the ready. They really weren�t joking around.
Josh led him through the familiar corridors and in and out of rooms as they dodged the squads looking for Daniel. At one corner, they turned and ran straight into a pair of guards.
Daniel�s heart dropped as they skidded to a halt. His dragon tensed for the fight.
One of the men stared in shock, but the second one nodded. �It�s clear from here on out,� he said.
�Thanks, Marco� Josh said as he patted his friend on the shoulder.
Daniel looked them over and memorized their names as he and Josh hurried past.
�Wait,� the shocked man said. �Aren�t we supposed to stop him?�
The other man wrapped his arm around his buddy�s shoulder. �There are times when the best thing you can do is turn and walk away,� he said as he pulled his friend around and started down the hall in the opposite direction. �This is one of those times.�
�But!�
Marco shushed his friend. �I�ll buy you a beer when this is over. Just remember, you didn�t see anything.�
The flustered man glanced back at Daniel once more before following his friend�s pull. �All right, but you need to explain this later.�
Daniel smiled as the pair disappeared around the corner. Some of his men were still loyal. He picked up his pace and raced after Josh.
When they got to the door leading out, Josh stopped. There were three guards between them and the checkpoint. �Wait here.�
Daniel drew in a breath and held it as Josh went to check with the guards. Two of the men nodded but the third gripped his weapon tighter and started grilling Josh. Daniel watched as one of the guards, a large man with rich brown skin, cracked the combative man in the back of the head, dropping him like a stone.
Josh waved for Daniel to come out.
Pushing from the building, Daniel hurried over to where Josh and his friends were stuffing the downed man in the little guard shack. �Will he be okay?� Daniel asked. He looked at the two guards, identifying them. The heavy set man was Mac and the thinner one with the red hair was Corry.
�He�ll be fine,� Mac said as he finished shoving the unconscious man into the box and shut the door. �We�ll take good care of him.�
Daniel glanced at the man once more before letting the three guards usher him out of the gate. Putting the unconscious guard from his mind, Daniel looked up and down the street, wondering how he was going to get away. The road outside this checkpoint ran between the fence and a very tall building and, for security reasons, Eternity kept cars from parking along the curbs. That was an awful lot of open space to cover before he could make it to some kind of safety.
�Wait right here,� Josh said as he pressed Daniel back against the outside of the guard shack.
Not sure what was going to happen, Daniel squatted next to the shack so he was out of sight from the main building.
After a few long minutes, a car cruised up with the radio blaring. It stopped when it got close to the curb.
�Go,� Josh said, urging Daniel up from the ground.
Daniel scrambled to his feet and hurried to the car. He didn�t stop to thank Josh or the other men that had risked everything to get him out. Once this was over, he�d find a way to make his appreciations known.
Getting in the car, Daniel turned to look at the young woman in the driver�s seat. She was a slip of a girl with shockingly pink hair.
�Hey,� she said with a smile. Turning her attention back to the road she took off at a nice easy pace.
�Hi,� he said back. Every nerve in Daniel�s body pulsed with the beat of the heavy metal music blasting from the radio. So many things rushed through his mind that he couldn�t follow any of them. He slouched in his seat, sure the bass would draw attention. He wanted the woman to go faster but forced himself to be calm. If the noise didn�t get them noticed, racing off at break-neck speeds definitely would. Sitting back in his seat, he pulled his seat belt on and watched in the mirror to see if anyone was following them. After about three blocks with no signs of a tail, he looked at the strange woman again. Her hair was still glaringly pink, but it fit with the series of piercings running around the shell of her ear and the gem in her nose.
She shot him a sidelong glance and smiled as she popped her gum. Reaching out, she turned down the volume. �So, where to?�
Daniel blinked a few times as his senses kicked in. There was something strange in the calm way the woman spoke. �What?� he asked, trying to figure out what wasn�t right.
Irritation took a little of the brightness out of her smile. �My brother said you needed a ride. Where ya going?�
The truth dawned on Daniel. This woman wasn�t tense about the situation because she didn�t know that there was a situation. He drew a breath in through his mouth as his mind spun. �Yes,� Daniel said as he thought. He needed someplace safe that Eternity didn�t know about. There was only one place he could think of. �There�s a gas station over on River and Vine. Can you take me there?�
�Sure thing,� the woman said, pointing her car in the right direction.
Daniel slipped his hands into his pockets and looked out the window. Josh had done a fantastic job of getting him to safety, but from here on out, he was on his own.
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Letting out a weary sigh, Angela pulled her key from the dash of her car. Her eye twitched with exhaustion as she brooded over her situation. For two weeks she�d been camped out in the college library studying for finals while Jocelyn, her roommate and ex-best friend, fooled around with her new boyfriend on every flat surface in their dorm room. Nothing was sacred to those two.
Angela had finally had enough when she�d come back from an intense cram session to find the pair screwing on her desk. She had naked ass prints all over her political science notes! She could forgive a lot of things, but that wasn�t one. To make matters worse, Jocelyn�s boyfriend hadn�t bothered to stop when Angela came in. They had paused, but only long enough to invite Angela to join in. That had been the last straw. Angela was not going to put up with it anymore.
The ensuing fight had been brutal. When the smoke cleared, it was decided that the two girls shouldn�t be friends anymore. With only a few weeks left in the term, Angela had packed her things and left. She�d deal with finding a new roommate later, but anything would be better than trying to sleep through another night of her roommate�s sexcapades. Even a daily, two-hour drive to her father�s house.
Getting out of the car, Angela glanced at the row of vehicles lining her father�s driveway before gathering her bags and heading to the barn. She wasn�t up to dealing with whatever event her father was holding. As an elected official, he was always hosting some type of gathering, and dragging a suitcase through a formal function was not on Angela�s list of things to do tonight. One of the apartments in the barn�s loft would work as her haven for the night. Years of ranch hands had occupied the small rooms so they could be close to the horses, but those quarters had been vacant for a while. They weren�t much more than a place to sleep and a communal bathroom, but that was all Angela was interested in for the night. Tomorrow, when her father�s function was over, she�d go see him and claim her very nice bed in the main house.
The smell of hay and horses met Angela as she opened the door in the side of the barn. It had been years since her father kept the animals, but their scent still lingered. It brought back fond memories of her childhood. Turning to her right, Angela climbed the steps into the loft. Placing her hand on the wall, she closed her eyes and trusted her memory to guide her. The apartments shouldn�t be hard to find in the darkened space. They lined both sides of the building. When her hand hit a door, she pushed it open and looked around.
Moonlight streamed through the window making the room bright compared to the darkness of the loft. The space wasn�t very big. Just enough to hold a bed and a nightstand, but that was more than enough for tonight. Angela dropped her bag on the floor and shut the door. The bed screamed for her attention. Stepping out of her shoes, she crossed the room and dropped herself on to it. The sheets smelled stale from lack of use, but Angela didn�t care. Pulling the blanket around her, she curled up, happy to be able to sleep in peace for a change.
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Angela woke to the sounds of people talking. The steady rise and fall of voices were somewhat soothing yet annoying at the same time. She pulled the blanket tighter around her, rolled over, and tried to get back to sleep, but an uncomfortable tingle filled the air. There was no way she was going to sleep through this.
Throwing the blanket back, Angela got up from the bed and found her shoes. She stormed out of the room, searching for the source of the noise. It was fuck-all late and no one should be up at this time of the night. Especially out in the barely used barn. She turned and followed the chanting back to the steps that led to the main floor. What the hell was going on down there?
Angela was only halfway down the steps when she started having second thoughts. The scene that met her eyes made her stop. She squatted on the steps and stared out into the dimly lit room trying to understand it.
Power tingled up Angela�s spine as she watched four figures in dark robes sway to the rhythm of some strange language. Between them was a large wooden table. Angela�s heart started to race when the figures moved, and she saw the man tied to the table. The back of her mouth went dry as she crouched on the stairs, afraid to move. There was something very wrong going on here.
The activity on the floor reached a fervent pitch, and one of the cloaked figures raised a wicked blade over the captured man�s chest.
Angela pressed her hand over her mouth to hold in the scream working its way up her throat. She jumped as the blade rammed down into the bound man�s chest. Tears streamed from her eyes as she watched the four figures committing murder, but she didn�t dare move from her hiding spot.
Anger and fear fought for her will as she sat, paralyzed, and watched as the cloaked figure left the blade stuck in the injured man�s chest. How could father let something like this happen? A hint of curiosity cut through the numbness when a brilliant light formed at the hilt of the dagger. What were they doing? She craned her neck trying to get a better look. The ball of light intensified before condensing into a solid object. She didn�t have a very good view of the item, but it looked like those spiky crystals broken out of rocks. Only this looked much sharper.
�Finally.�
Chills ran down Angela�s back as she recognized the voice. She sat back against the step and tried not to believe her ears. It was hard since she�d heard that voice so many times before. No way he would have anything to do with this.
�Get the box.�
Angela grasped the railing of the stairs as one of the figures moved. The hand over her mouth muffled the noise as she got a clean shot of her friend�s face. Eugene. How could he be involved with this? Her heart broke as she watched her friend reach out and grasp the crystal with a gloved hand. He pulled on it gently, but it didn�t move.
The man on the table screamed as Eugene put more force behind his tug and ripped the crystal away from the knife�s pommel.
The sound tore at Angela�s heart. Her blood ran cold as she watched in horror. How could anyone survive that? She had been sure the man was dead when they drove the knife into his chest. He hadn�t even made a sound. But now, he moaned heavily and pulled against the cords holding him down.
The people standing around the table didn�t seem to notice their victim�s plight. One of the robed figures held out a familiar wooden box.
Eugene placed the crystal inside. He closed the lid and gently took the box from the second man. He pushed on the hidden switch, sliding the complicated locking mechanism into place before focusing on his cohorts. �You two come with me.� He looked at the last of his helpers. �You, clean this up.�
�Yes, sir,� the three figures said together.
Eugene and his two chosen helpers turned and made their way out through a door leading into the main section of the barn.
Feeling started to come back to Angela�s legs as she watched the last man move around the table. Anger melted the fear freezing her to the seat. She didn�t stand a chance against four people, but she could handle one. Maybe she could do something to save the injured man.
When the cloaked figure turned away from her hiding place, Angela crept down the stairs and picked up a scrap of wood leaning against the wall. Moving slowly, she snuck up behind the man. A good hard swing connected the board with the back of his head. He dropped to a crumpled heap on the floor. The tray in his hands clattered to the floor spilling an array of noisy items across the wooden planks.
Angela clutched her board and glanced towards the door where the others had left. She didn�t know if they had heard their friend fall, but she didn�t want to stay around to find out. Dropping the board on top of the unconscious man, she turned to the guy tied to the table. Her heart hurt as she got a better look at him.
Pain etched lines across what she could see of his face through the scruff of his beard. His fine dress shirt and slacks were rumpled, and his golden hair was dark with old sweat. Even through the pain and dirt, he was a fine looking man. She eyed the dagger stuck in his chest. Please let him be alive. He was unnervingly still. Angela ran her hand up his arm, feeling his flesh. Thankfully it was warm and felt alive. �Hey, buddy,� she whispered. She moved to his head and touched him on the cheek. �Are you alive?�
He groaned in answer.
Her heart jumped with hope. �Shh,� she soothed, reaching for the ropes. �I�m here to help.� Her fingers worked on the tight knots, but her eyes kept jumping to the dagger sticking out of his chest. She chewed on her lip praying that it wasn�t as long as it had looked before Eugene had plunged it in. It was much too close to the man�s heart for comfort.
As soon as the man�s hand was loose, he pulled it from her grip and went for the blade.
Angela grabbed his arm before he could catch the hilt. �No,� she hissed in warning.
He turned his head and looked at her with golden eyes glazed with pain.
She pulled his hand back and held it. �It�s deep,� she explained. �You�ll bleed out if you remove it.�
The man licked his lips but nodded his understanding. He squeezed her hand before letting out a shallow breath and relaxing back into place.
Once she was sure he wouldn�t go after the knife again, she released his hand and went to free his other wrist. Sparing a moment, she glanced at the door again. �We need to get out of here.�
The man nodded. �Where are we?� he croaked. His voice was deep with pain.
�You�re at Minister Charles Lewis�s estate,� Angela explained as she hurried to untie his feet.
�What town?�
�Bransville.� She shook her head in disgust while she worked on the knots. Just telling the man he was on a minister�s estate had been stupid. Her father had three estates he used when dealing with governmental issues. The poor guy probably didn�t even know who Minister Lewis was.
�I see.�
Angela glanced up the table at the man, confused by what he meant. Did this man know father? That was a possibility. He looked like the type of person that would hang around the ministry. A horrible thought hit her. Could my father have anything to do with this? She turned the new idea over in her mind. She couldn�t see her father condoning this type of action, but then again, she couldn�t picture Eugene doing it either. They had to get out of there. Pushing the bad feelings back, she helped the man swing his legs off the table and roll into a standing position.
He groaned as he clung to her. Curling his left arm across his body, he held it tight, trying to minimize the movement of his chest and the blade sunk close to his heart.
�Come on,� Angela coaxed. She slipped his right arm over her shoulder and started pulling him away from the table. She glanced at the door the other had gone through. They could be back any movement. And if her father had anything to do with this, they could both be in major trouble. �Let�s get out of here.�
The man leaned on her and staggered along.
She guided him to the steps and propped him against the wall. �Wait here,� she ordered before dashing up the stairs. Her keys were tucked in the top of her purse. Fumbling through the darkness, she grabbed her purse, pulled it over her shoulder, found her car keys, and rushed back down the stairs. Thankfully, her guy hadn�t died while she was away. He slouched against the wall breathing heavily. �Come on,� she said slipping back under his arm and taking his weight again. They needed to find help fast.
Cracking the door open, she peered out. No signs of life stirred the night air. She shoved the door open the rest of the way and forced the man into motion again. �We need to get you to a hospital.�
The man didn�t fight, but he did shake his head as he stumbled along. �No hospital.� Blood colored his lips as he spoke.
Angela�s heart raced as she helped him to her car. That wasn�t a good sign. �But you need help,� she insisted. Opening her car door, she placed the man inside.
�Not the hospital,� he said as he leaned back against her passenger seat. He cupped his hand around the knife in his chest
She stared at the blood soaking the front of his shirt. Moving him from the table had been a bad idea. She needed to call the cops. Could he last long enough for an ambulance? She looked over at the barn and then to the house, wondering how deeply her father was involved. Was calling for help a wise idea? Unsure of the circumstances, she turned back to the guy. He was starting to look pale. She didn�t have time to debate what to do. He needed help. Now. Shutting his door, she rushed around to her side of the car and got in. �Then where?�
The man drew in a few ragged breaths before answering. �The Dragon�s Wing.�
Digging in her purse, Angela pulled out her phone and punched the name into her navigation app. Surprisingly, the place wasn�t that far away. Should only take forty minutes at the speed limit. Jamming her phone into the pocket on her dash, she started the car and took off. She wasn�t going to be driving the speed limit tonight.
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Every second that ticked pass rammed slivers of anxiety into Angela�s heart. She glanced at her uncomfortably still passenger. His face was the color of unprinted newspaper and the blood on his shirt was spreading. He wasn�t going to last much longer. �We�re almost there,� she said as they sped along the two-lane country road. �Just hang in there.� Reaching down, she rested her hand on his. Her heart jumped when his fingers curled around hers. Good, he�s still alive.
The electronic voice of the navigation app cut through the silence in the car. �In 500 feet, turn right.�
Releasing his hand, Angela slowed the car to look for The Dragon�s Wing. They were close enough that she should have been able to see something, but there were only dark fields and forests. Squinting, she finally found the gravel drive that led into a break in the tree line.
�You�ve arrived at your destination.�
As she turned off the main road, the headlights flashed over a hand-carved wooden sign. A green dragon wrapped around the name of the place. The car bounced over a pothole making her wounded passenger groan. �Sorry,� she hissed through gritted teeth. She continued on, trying to miss the other divots in the driveway. After a few yards, the woods opened up on a huge clearing and she finally saw the building. It looked like an old barn. There weren�t any cars in the parking lot, but the light shining from the small windows gave Angela hope.
Pulling the car up to the building, Angela threw it into park and killed the engine. �Hang on,� she said as she popped her door open. �I�ll get help.� Forgetting to shut her door, she rushed out praying there was someone inside that could save her mystery man.
Angela yanked open the wooden door and stepped into The Dragon�s Wing. She paused long enough take in the tin signs covering the walls of the little entryway. It�s a pub! Hopefully someone inside could help. Letting the door go, she rushed into the main room to the sound of bells. She stopped again to orientate herself to the new room. Sweeping her eyes over the quiet space, she found what she needed. Two men sat at a booth in the far corner of the room.
They looked up at the sound of the bells.
�Help me,� she cried as she ran across the room towards them. �He�s dying.�
Both men stood up from the table. One was a stout man with dark hair and a mustache. The other was a tall blond in a leather jacket.
�Who?� the stout man asked.
Tears clung to the corner of Angela�s eyes as she grabbed his arm and tugged him into motion. �I don�t know,� she said sounding pathetic. In the whole time he�d been in her car, she hadn�t bothered to ask him his name. �Please. They stabbed him,� she pleaded.
Her captive looked over his shoulder at his friend and the two men started for the doorway.
The tight pressure around Angela�s chest eased as they ran outside, and she pointed to her car. �There.� She stopped as the two men hurried over.
�My Lord!� the stout man cried as he saw the figure in the car. He ripped the door open and looked inside. �It�s Kyle.�
The tall blond stopped and spun on his heel to face Angela. �What happened?�
Angela cringed back from the intensity in his voice. �I don�t know,� she cried. Tears poured down her face as the man�s outrage pushed her back.
�Later,� the stout man ordered. �Get over here and drive.�
The tall blond shot Angela a sharp look but turned away to follow the order.
Angela watched as the stout man closed her passenger door and came over to her.
�Come with me, my dear,� he said. His voice had lost the sharp edge he had used to order the other man around, but it didn�t give her the option to argue. He caught a gentle hold of her elbow and pulled. �You�re not safe here.�
Fear raced up Angela�s back and she glanced around looking for danger. She stepped forward, letting him lead her to her car. �Where are we going?� she asked.
The man opened the back door of her car and placed her in. �Someplace safe,� he reassured her before climbing in beside her.
Angela slid across the seat, giving him more room.
As soon as the door was closed, the blond man put the car in gear and took off.
Panic closed up Angela�s chest as the gravity of the situation hit her. She was locked in a moving car at the mercy of three strange men. One possibly dead. This was not how she had envisioned her night going. Her hand found the handle on the door. Would it be better to jump out? She mulled over that answer as she watched the stout man check on the wounded man. He didn�t seem like the kind of person to kidnap a defenseless woman. Plus, she had come to them for help.
�Forgive us,� the man said as he slid back into the seat.
Angela�s breath caught in her chest as he turned to talk to her.
�I�m sorry we had to rush off like that, but Kyle needs help,� he explained. �We have friends nearby, but I need to know what happened.�
Licking her lips, Angela tried to find a way to put what she saw into words. �I don�t know,� she admitted. �They had him tied to a table and stabbed him.�
The man held his hand out to slow her down.
�Who?�
�Eugene Henderson,� Angela said. �He�s my father�s aide.�
�And who is your father?�
The fact that the man�s emotions were so level despite the situation helped to slow Angela�s racing pulse. �Minister Charles Lewis.�
The man exchanged a look through the rearview mirror with the blond before bringing his attention back to their conversation. �And you would be?�
�Angela Lewis.�
�Well, Angela. My name is Brigs and that is Alex.� He pointed to the man driving the car. �Do you know what happened to Kyle before he was stabbed?�
Angela blinked several times as she associated the name with her injured man. She glanced up at him. The name fit him well. She turned her gaze back to Brigs and shook her head. �No,� she answered. �I only got home today.� Her eyes moved to Kyle again. �Will he be okay?�
Brigs shifted to look at Kyle again but didn�t answer. He turned his attention back to Angela. �I�m sorry about this, but I�m going to have to ask that you stay with us for a while.�
Angela tensed up again. Were they kidnapping her?
�We need to find out what happened to Kyle,� Brigs explained. �And, I don�t think it will be safe for you to go home right now.�
Goosebumps raced down Angela�s arms. He�s right. She hadn�t thought about what saving the man would mean for her. Once the guy she�d hit woke up, it wouldn�t take long to figure out who attacked them. All of her things were upstairs at the barn! She wrapped her arms around herself and rubbed the shock in.
�We�ll take care of you.�
Angela�s eyes snapped back into focus. There was comfort in Brigs� words that eased some of her fears.
The car jerked to a stop as Alex put it in park. �We�re here.� His words broke through the calm atmosphere Brigs has established, and the two men jumped into action.
Scurrying out of the car, she came around the back end to watch the two men lift Kyle from the seat.
�We need Noah,� Brigs said as they laid Kyle down on the ground. �Angela,� he barked.
�Yes,� she yelped as tension snapped her muscles to the ready.
�Second cabin on the left. Number five. Go get Noah,� he ordered and pointed off in a direction.
Angela�s feet were moving before she even thought. She ran down the packed dirt to a grouping of cabins. It looked like a summer camp of some sort. Flashes of horror movies played in her head as she raced to the second cabin and pounded on the door. �Noah� she shrieked. �Brigs needs you.�
Within seconds a tall man dressed in rumpled pajamas pants opened the door. He rubbed the back of his knuckle into his eye. �What?� he asked in a sleep laden voice.
Not sure if this was Noah, Angela grabbed his arm and pulled. �Brigs needs you,� she said again. �Kyle is hurt.� Angela gasped when the man jerked back as if she�d hit him. Even in the dim light, she could see his eyes shift from normal to black silts. Like a cat�s.
�Where?� he asked. His tone was sharp and focused. His nostrils flared as he drew in a deep breath.
Angela recoiled from him. He moved as if he was possessed by something with sharp claws. �That way.� She pointed back down the path.
�Come, we fix,� Noah said as he pushed past her and raced down the path.
Angela stared after him not sure what he meant.
�He�s not talking to you.�
She turned around to see a young woman standing in the doorway. �Who�s he talking to?�
The woman smiled. �I believe that was his dragon talking to him.� She slipped on a pair of shoes and gathered a second pair up. �Let�s go see if we can help.�
Angela�s mouth dropped open. Was the man split? She held her breath for a moment before following the woman back along the path. Didn�t she know how dangerous a split dragon was? Who are these people?
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Following the strange woman back down the path, Angela pondered her situation. So far it�d been a very strange night. After watching one of her friends nearly kill a man, she�d attacked a guy, ran off with some stranger, been kidnapped by two more strangers, and was now following some random woman to go watch a split dragon try to save a life. I would rather listen to my roommate fuck. Letting out a sigh, Angela hurried to catch up with the woman. �By the way, I�m Angela.�
�Kara,� the woman introduced herself. �What happened?�
Angela let out a tired breath. That question was starting to grate on her nerves. �I don�t know. One minute I�m sleeping in the loft, and the next, my father�s aide is murdering some guy on the table downstairs.� She rubbed the tension from her temple. �Only they didn�t kill him. They just stabbed him with a knife and took out some crystal thingy.�
Kara stopped on the path and grabbed Angela�s arm. �A crystal? What did it look like?�
The rise in Kara�s voice and her quick actions made Angela drawback. �It was white with lots of sharp points. Maybe the size of a tennis ball.�
Fear flashed across Kara�s hazel eyes. �What happened to it?�
Angela didn�t understand the urgency in the woman�s voice. �Eugene put it in a box.�
Kara dropped Angela�s arm and took off running.
Surprise pushed Angela to move faster. She followed Kara as the woman raced down the path to the three men gathered around Kyle.
�They took his dragon,� Kara huffed as she slid to a stop next to the three men.
Angela pulled up short. She had no idea what Kara meant, but the news hit the men hard. Brigs� spine stiffened in rage, Noah let out a high-pitched keening noise and dropped his face to Kyle�s chest, and Alex growled loudly.
Kara rested her hand on Noah�s shoulder and called to him softly. �Byrd.�
The keening stopped, and Noah sat back on his haunches. He touched Kara�s hand before focusing on Kyle. �We knows. We saves.�
�Then give me back Noah so he can work,� she instructed.
Angela shuddered as she watched a shiver rush over the man. The way he moved became more fluid, confirming her fears. He is split. She circled around the group so she was standing close to Kyle�s feet. She was worried about the injured man, but she didn�t want to be near Noah. Split dragons were notoriously unpredictable.
Noah�s hands ripped at Kyle�s shirt, tearing it away from the dagger. He paused to look at the placement of the knife before sliding his hand up Kyle�s chest so the blade was nestled between his thumb and the side of his hand. He swallowed hard but glanced up at Brigs. �It goes clear to his heart.�
�Can you remove it?� Brigs asked.
�Byrd knows how, but he�s afraid. The king is weak. He may not live through the shock.�
The three men exchanged worried glances while they thought.
�What can we do?� Alex asked, he knelt next to Kyle and touched his arm. �I can feel his life force fading.� He looked over at Noah. �We can�t just let him die.�
�That�s it,� Noah exclaimed. �Lifeforce!� He pulled at Kyle�s shirt tearing it more. �I can link him to our life forces. That should support him enough to get the blade out.�
Kara dropped to her knees next to him. �What can we do?� She leaned forward to help pull open Kyle�s shirt.
�Just touch him,� Noah said. �Skin to skin contact. I�ll do the rest.�
Angela watched as everyone knelt down and touched the injured man. She didn�t know if they wanted her help, but she couldn�t stand idly by and watch. Kneeling down, she slipped her hand up the cuff of his pants and wrapped her fingers around his ankle.
The movement caught Noah�s attention, and his eyes flashed black. Gratitude shone in their depths before they flipped back to brown. �Just hold on,� he warned. �This is going to get weird.�
Angela�s fingers twitched on Kyle�s skin. That warning hadn�t been for everyone. It had been for her. She tightened her hold and nodded.
Noah nodded back before dipping his finger into Kyle�s blood and drawing on the man�s chest.
The sounds that left his mouth grated on Angela�s ears. They were unrecognizable as language. She closed her eyes and squeezed Kyle�s leg. Tingles raced up her arm, and she gasped as sparks flashed in the back of her eyes. Colors swirled around her. Red, green, blue, and black. She tried to scream as they pulled her from her body, but no sound came out.
Angela hung there without form, surrounded by the swirling colors. The sound of Noah�s voice stirred the colors and she felt herself being pulled into the mix. She fought against the pull trying to keep herself whole. The feel of dark scales brushed against her.
�For him,� a rough voice whispered to her. An image of Kyle danced in her vision.
For him. Those words were echoed in the other colors.
Angela stopped fighting. She�d willingly offered her help, and it was wrong to back out at this point. �For him,� she echoed the words and let go. The colors brushed against her, pulling her apart.
Being unraveled didn�t hurt like Angela had feared. It was rather soothing in an unconventional way. She relaxed as the sound of Noah�s voice stretched her out and wrapped her together with the other colors. Their touch was hot, but not uncomfortably so. She could feel the essence of each person around her.
Opening her eyes, she was surprised to find that she was still crouched on the ground holding Kyle�s leg. She felt a strange sense of detachment as her gaze roamed around the scene, as if she wasn�t connected properly to her body. It didn�t hurt, but it was a very weird sensation. Shaking off the unusual feeling, she looked around at the group, intrigued by what she saw.
With just a glance, she could match each person to their power. The blue came from Alex. It was filled with intense focus as he stared down at Kyle. The green came from Brigs. It was collected and calm, yet ready to spring to work if needed. The red came from Kara. It was tightly wound and worried. The black came from Noah. That power was focused. It rubbed against all of them, pulling them to their task.
As Angela surveyed the group, she realized something that had slipped past her before. All of these people were dragons. It suddenly became clear as to why each of their energies had color and hers did not. Their life force was colored by their dragons. Angela�s eyes dropped to the motionless man between them and wondered what color dragon he was. She got her answer when Noah finally linked all the powers together.
Gold washed over Angela�s visions, making her gasp. Awe and dread gripped at her heart. She knew who this man was. She�d studied dragons in her political science class and had learned that there were only two golden dragons. Their names floated in her mind. Carissa and Kyle Markel. How could she have not recognized the King of Dragons? She�d just finished an entire unit on him and the return of the dragons. In fact, those were the notes plastered with prints of her roommate�s butt!
She looked down at the injured man and tried to compare him to the pictures she�d seen in class. She let herself off the hook for not realizing who he was. He looked nothing like the stock images. But, what was he doing here?
The touch of golden scales rubbed against her mind making her shiver. There was strength and power there, but it was also pain and fear. It felt torn. Instinctually, Angela reached out to soothe the frayed edge. A rumble of pleasure passed over her. The energy liked being touched.
She wanted to caress it more, but a pain in her chest made her gasp and drawback. Refocusing her eyes, she found that the pain wasn�t in her body. She was feeling the pain of Noah pulling the knife from the wound in Kyle�s chest. Opening her mouth, she drew in measured breaths, dealing with the sharp pain as Noah worked frantically to close the wound before Kyle bled out. Slowly, the ache eased as Noah and Byrd knitted Kyle�s flesh back together.
After a few minutes, Noah sat back and wiped a hand across his forehead, smearing blood across his skin. �There, he�s stable,� Noah said with a sigh. He paused, considering the weakened man. �But I don�t want to pull the support from him too fast. I�m going to release you one at a time.�
Angela watched as Noah met everyone�s eyes confirming that they understood. When he reached her, she nodded. She closed her eyes so she could sense what he was doing better. There were a tension and pain in the golden energy that made her heart hurt. She brushed her mind against it to soothe it. She felt the energy vibrate in contentment. Had it been physical, she would have said it was purring.
That only lasted for a moment before Noah cut the first line of energy loose and dropped it away. There was a frantic flutter in the energy as its support was pulled away.
Intellectually, Angela knew that Kyle was an age-old dragon, but what she felt from him made her think of a scared animal. She shushed it softly, trying to calm him.
The golden energy fluttered around and settled close to her. It stayed there as Noah pulled the second line of supporting energy away. Angela held on, giving what comfort she could as the other lines of energy were released.
A soft touch on Angela�s shoulder grabbed her attention, and she looked up to see a worried look on Noah�s face.
�I need you to release him,� Noah said.
Angela nodded her understanding and closed her eyes. She tried to back away from the power, but it held on. �You have to let me go,� she thought as the power clung to her. Her mind rattled with defiance as the power wrapped around her tighter. She started to panic as the power overwhelmed her. �Please,� she begged.
The power rippled as Noah tried to pull it way.
Angela didn�t know how to describe the energy that she�d been bound to, but the emotional distress she felt when Noah forced them apart turned her stomach. �No,� she said as the power was ripped away. Its pain and loss radiated through her. She opened her eyes to find Noah had lifted her hand from Kyle�s ankle. Tears hung in her eyes as she met Noah�s gaze. It was clear he had felt the same distress. She wanted to ask if Kyle would be okay, but she couldn�t bring herself to speak yet.
Noah placed an understanding hand on her shoulder before releasing her and standing up.
Rocking back to sit fully on the ground, Angela stared at Kyle�s limp form without really seeing him. She breathed through her swirling emotions as she came back to herself. Noah had been right. That had been a very weird experience, and Angela didn�t know how to handle it. A soft touch on her shoulder drew Angela�s attention, and she looked up to find Kara standing over her.
�Come on,� Kara said as she coaxed Angela from the ground. �We can do no more for now. Let�s get you settled for the night.�
Nodding, Angela stood up. She glanced at Kyle and the men surrounding him. She could see the injured man�s chest rising and falling, so she knew he lived, but she couldn�t put down the uneasy feeling clenching her heart. Something was terribly wrong with him. And it went further than the healed knife wound in his heart.
Unsure what to do now, Angela turned and followed Kara across the darkened parking lot. Thoughts of the night�s activities rolled through her mind. Each new event piled on top of the previous until it was too much for Angela to process. Shock set in and numbed her to the reality of her situation before panic could take hold. A split second decision had set her life in motion and left her at the mercy of people she didn�t know. Hopefully they were good people.
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Angela stared at the underside of the bunk above her. It wasn�t the most pleasant view, but she didn�t really see the metal lattice holding the mattress pad. Her mind was too busy churning over the choices that had brought her to the small cabin in the wood. She weighed each decision and debated if she would have done something different if she had known the final outcome.
Letting out a long sigh, she came to her conclusion. Any change would have led to Kyle�s death. Saving his life was the one thing she could not regret. Now she just had to find a way to deal with the rest. She let out a mirthless laugh as she pushed the thin blanket back and sat up on the bed. �No good deed goes unpunished,� she muttered. Her mother had used that phrase regularly but Angela never put any stock in those words. She was feeling them now.
Careful not to hit her head on the upper bunk, Angela swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat there, considering the small cabin. She�d been too exhausted and numb last night to even give the small room a second thought. She�d just been grateful there was a bed to pass out in, but now she wasn�t sure what to think.
The little cabin wasn�t much more than a single room with a set of bunk beds, a few folding chairs, and a table. At the far end of the room was a small closet. Angela could see a toilet past its partially open door. The back wall of the cabin held a few cabinets over a counter with a microwave, a sink, and a small fridge. It reminded her of her days in summer camp, but with a few more amenities. Angela pushed her thoughts away and stood up to answer nature�s call. Pushing the bathroom door open, she was surprised to find the small closet held a shower and sink in addition to the toilet.
Once done with the toilet, Angela stood in front of the sink and stared into the mirror. What reflected back made her cringe. She started to run her fingers through her hair but stopped when she got them in sights. Dark stains covered her skin. She looked down at her hands shocked to see she still had blood on them. Her stomach turned and she quickly turned the water on to wash the mess away.
She watched the water turn red as she thought about the life she�d help save. Kyle had danced in and out of her thoughts and dreams all night long. The feel of his golden energy fluttering through her mind made her worry. He had been so distraught yesterday when Noah pulled her away. Is he okay? Cupping a handful of clean water, she splashed it on her face and prayed he was safe.
A sharp knock on the door interrupted her thoughts.
Angela twisted the faucet off and grabbed the hand towel from next to the sink. �Just a second,� she called as she scrubbed the water from her skin and dropped the towel in the sink.
Crossing the cabin, Angela opened the door. She was surprised by the small group standing on the porch. The lady right in the front held a huge tray filled with food. She shot Angela a huge smile.
�Good morning, my dear,� the woman said as she pushed her way into the cabin.
Angela stepped back and held the door open. Two other women followed the first woman in. Angela recognized one face in the group.
Kara shot her an apologetic smile as she passed.
�I do hope you�ll forgive our intrusion,� the first woman said as she set the large tray down on the table. �I didn�t know what to think when Kara told me what happen.� She turned away from the tray and made her way back to Angela.
Angela gripped the edge of the door for support. She hadn�t been prepared for this sudden burst of activity in her contemplative morning.
The woman reached out and took Angela�s hand. �Thank you for bringing our Kyle back to us.�
Drawing in a breath, Angela stood there unsure what to say, but the woman didn�t stop long enough for Angela to respond.
�These past few days have been hell,� the woman explained. �Kyle may be king to all the dragons, but he�s our brother. Patrick has been beside himself with this loss. And to wake up this morning and find him returned to us�� She rolled her eyes up and blinked, trying to keep the tears from dribbling down her face. After a moment she looked back at Angela. �Thank you.�
The look Angela gave the woman was part grimace, part smile. She didn�t know how to react to the gratitude so she said the only thing she could. �You�re welcome.� She still had no idea who this woman was. Dropping her gaze down, Angela took in the short woman. Her heart-shaped face was surrounded by long dark hair that was pulled back in a thick braid. She was shorter than Angela but had a presence that felt older than she looked.
A flash of color at her neck caught Angela�s attention, and she stared at the red scales poking out of the top of the woman�s blouse. Angela�s mouth dropped open in fright and she met the woman�s eyes once again. The woman didn�t look like an unstable dragon, but Angela couldn�t think of any other reason she would have scales showing in her human form. �You�re a dragon?�
The woman laughed and waved Angela�s concern away. �No,� she said, pulling Angela into the cabin. She led the way to the table where the other women were laying out a morning meal. �I�m as human as you are.�
Angela looked at the rough skin on the woman�s shoulder. �But the scales?�
�My dear Patrick�s,� the woman explained as she sat Angela in a chair. �A sign of our bonding. Although I never expected them to spread so far.� She pulled the neckline of her shirt back to show that the patch of scales marched their way down her shoulder and under her shirt.
�The number of scales on a mate increases with the strength of a bonding and time.�
The male voice from the doorway made Angela turn to see who else was coming in. Fed up with not knowing what was going on, Angela glared at them all and snapped. �I�m sorry, but who are you people?�
The man at the door chuckled and shut the door. �Forgive us,� he said as he came over and leaned against the pole of the bunk beds. �I am Daniel Callaghan, head of Eternity.� Pain flashed across his face before he corrected himself. �Or I was.�
Kara made a rude noise. �You�re still the head of Eternity,� she said as she got up and took him a cup of coffee. �We�ll get this straightened out. Michael has already talked to Carissa and now that we have the king back, things will be better.�
Anger crossed Daniel�s face. �But we still don�t know what happened to him,� he snapped. Ignoring the cup in his hand, he turned his attention to Angela. �What do you know?�
The first woman held her hand up, stopping Daniel from continuing. �In due time.� She turned her attention to Angela again. �Forgive Daniel,� she said. �Kyle isn�t just his king, he�s his friend and charge. For someone to kidnap him from right under Daniel�s nose hurts his pride.�
Daniel harrumphed his displeasure but did not say anything.
Angela considered the short man. There was a paleness to his skin that spoke of illness or long hours of stress. While she watched, he reached up and rubbed a faded scar across his cheek. �I�m sorry,� she said, drawing his attention away from the cup in his hand. �I really can�t tell you more than I�ve already said.�
�Shh,� the woman said. �There will be time enough for stories after breaking our fast.� She handed Angela a plate. �Please help yourself to anything you like.�
Angela took the offered dish and looked up at the woman. �Thank you,� she said as she clutched the plate. �But, I still don�t know who you are.�
Surprise lit the woman�s face. �Forgive me,� she said. �I�m Kathryn Markel.�
Angela froze at the name. Markel wasn�t a very common name. �You�re related to the king?�
Kathryn smiled. �He�s my husband�s brother.�
This surprised Angela. Her textbooks had a whole chapter about The King of Dragons and his sister, but they didn�t say anything about him having a brother. �The king has a brother?� she asked in disbelief.
The smile on Kathryn�s face widened. �Patrick is adopted.� She picked up a scone, pulled on the edge of Angela�s plate until it was level, and set the pastry on it. �Eat. You�ve had a long night, and I suspect today won�t be easy either.�
Angela looked at the golden cake on her plate. �Yes,� she said as she numbly set the plate on the table and picked up the scone. Her mind needed a few minutes to process things. She tore into the bread as she looked at the other two women. They had both taken seats at the table and were helping themselves to coffee and cakes. �So who are you?� Angela asked.
Kara smiled at her. �I�m Kara Rose,� she said. �I�m a doctor with the psychiatric division of Eternity.�
�A doctor?� Angela asked.
�A therapist, actually,� Kara admitted.
�Don�t let her fool you,� the other girl pipped up. �She�s one of the best in her field.�
Angela glanced at the other woman, before turning her attention back to Kara. �And what field do you specialize in?�
�I deal with dragons that have separation issues,� Kara explained.
Angela nodded as she slipped a bite of the scone into her mouth. Her mind worked to put things together. That makes sense. Noah had shown some of the classic signs of a split dragon. It was good to have a therapist on hand to help him through his issues.
Filing this away for later, Angela turned to the last woman. She was young compared to Kara and Kathryn, but older than Angela. Her short brown hair had been neatly trimmed in a stylish bob. �And what do you do in Eternity?�
Amusement brightened the woman�s face. �I grow corn.�
Angela sat taller in surprise.
The woman laughed and held out her hand. �I�m Terra Fied, and I don�t work for Eternity. My mate does.�
�Terrified?� Angela repeated in confusion as she took Terra�s hand.
Terra smiled sweetly at her. �It�s a long story. Just call me Terra.�
Angela nodded and sat back in her seat, �Well I�m Angela Lewis. I�m a law major at Dunham University.� She paused to think about school. Is it safe to go back to class? She stared off into space as she rolled last night�s events around and thought about how it affected the rest of her life. Probably not. Her roving eyes focused on Kathryn�s waiting face, and Angela pulled herself back to the conversation. �Or I was until last night.� She looked down and toyed with her partly eaten scone as her mind worked on the issue.
Kathryn�s touch drew Angela back out of her problems. �Patrick has a few contacts at Dunham University. Let me make some calls and see what I can do.�
Hope bloomed in Angela�s heart, but she didn�t let it go too far. It was finals week and she was going to miss all of her end of the year exams. She truly doubted that Kathryn had enough pull with the college to have the professors let her re-sit her tests. Where�s the harm in trying? �Thank you.�
�After we�ve found out what happened to Kyle,� Daniel interjected.
Kathryn shot Daniel an offended look. �Of course,� she said, withdrawing her hand from Angela�s arm. �The king�s safety comes first.�
�About that.� Angela turned her attention to the patiently waiting man. �I really don�t know anything.�
Daniel fidgeted with his coffee cup. �Then tell me what you do know,� he encouraged. �Start from the top and don�t leave anything out.�
Angela drew in a cleansing breath and nodded. She closed her eyes and ran over the previous night�s events once more before starting. �I got into a fight with my roommate��
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�And that�s about it,� Angela finished. Letting out an exhausted sigh, she folded her hands between her knees and waited for Daniel to respond. She watched him consider her long, rambling story for what seemed like forever.
�Your father is Minister Charles Lewis?�
Angela cocked her head. That was not the first question she expected. �Yes.�
�And you went to the barn so you wouldn�t disturb your father�s function?�
Irritation made Angela blow out a soft snort. �I wasn�t worried about disturbing my father�s party,� she explained. �I was tired, and I didn�t want to have to deal with people as I was passing through.� Pushing her aggravation away, she tried to elaborate. �As a minister�s daughter, I�m expected to hold up a certain level of decorum. After the fight with my roommate and the drive home, I was in no mood to be polite to anyone.�
A knowing smile turned the corner of Daniel�s mouth. �That I understand.�
Angela waited as he continued to ponder her tale.
�Were there a lot of people at this event?�
�There were enough that I couldn�t park close to the house.� She thought back to the line of cars on the driveway. �Maybe twenty cars.�
�Were they still there when you left?�
That note of irritation climbed again. Angela opened her mouth to snap a positive answer, but she paused to think about her getaway. She didn�t recall the drive past the house being as full as it had been when she first came home. �No,� she said, changing her answer. �There were less, but I don�t know how many.�
Daniel nodded. �You said Eugene Henderson was the man wielding the knife.� He shot her a very serious look. �Are you sure?�
Knowing she was condemning the man, she swallowed hard and nodded. A chill ran up her spine. She could feel Daniel�s anger even though he hadn�t visibly changed. Rubbing her tongue against the roof of her mouth, she tried to ease the sudden dryness before she explained. �Eugene has been a family friend for a long time. We dated for a while when I was in high school, but we broke up when I went to college. Shortly after that, he got the job as my father�s aid. We hung out when I came home to visit, but things were never the same.�
�Why not?� Daniel asked.
Angela shook her head, trying to think of something that didn�t sound petty. They had gotten along pretty well, but there was something about Eugene that didn�t sit right with her. She couldn�t have put her finger on it at the time and chalked it up to not fitting together right. �We weren�t that serious,� she admitted. Which was a truth, of sorts. She�d kept their relationship causal when he had wanted to take it up to the next level. But that truth didn�t sit well with her, so she went on. �I didn�t want to deal with a long distance relationship while working on my master�s degree.�
�I see,� Daniel said as he leaned against the bedpost and stared at her.
Uncomfortable in his scrutiny, Angela fidgeted in her chair until Kathryn touched her arm again.
�I�m so sorry you had to go through that,� the older woman said. �It must have been terrifying.�
Unable to come up with a better response, Angela nodded.
Kathryn tapped her on the arm more firmly. �Well, don�t you worry about a thing. You are my guest now, and I promise, we will take excellent care of you.�
Letting out a resigned sigh, Angela nodded and turned her attention back to her scone. Can I trust them? She glanced at the sympathetic faces around her. They were complete strangers, but she didn�t know what else to do. She�d broken her friendship with Jocelyn and going home was out of the question. What other choice did she have? She had to rely on these people for their kindness and hope it didn�t come back to bite her.

7

Something isn�t right. Kyle laid in the space between asleep and awake trying to figure out what was wrong. He ached, but it didn�t feel like he was injured. It was an all-over ache like he got when he was sick, but he couldn�t recall being ill. He worked his sluggish mind, trying to remember what happened.
Memories of being held prisoner fluttered in, but he couldn�t decide if they were real or the remnants of a very vivid dream. Bracing himself for the possibilities of reality, he cracked open his eyes.
The ceiling above him was pleasantly familiar. It had a lovely, white, popcorn finish that set him at ease. Nothing like the exposed wooden rafters from the barn he recalled. His instincts were unsettlingly quiet, but that, in itself, wasn�t unusual. His dragon wasn�t very responsive in the mornings. The feeling that something was seriously wrong still plagued him.
Putting those feelings aside for the moment, Kyle rolled his head so he could take in the rest of the room. Light blue walls and lace curtains made the place very cozy. There was something strangely familiar about the small bedroom, but exactly what eluded him.
�You�re awake?�
The familiar voice called Kyle�s attention and he rolled his head over to face its owner. �Patrick?� he rasped. His voice cracked, and he swallowed, trying to ease the dryness in this throat.
�Easy, my king,� Patrick said as he moved closer.
Kyle�s eyes narrowed and he glared at the red-haired man his mother had taken in. �How many times��
Patrick chuckled and held up his hand to stop Kyle�s rant. �I know, my brother, but it�s been too long since your last visit. I was afraid you�d forgotten.�
The smile on Patrick�s face said he was teasing, but Kyle reached up and caught his foster brother�s hand. �Never.� The fact that it had been several years since the last time Kyle had been by weighed heavily on his mind.
Patrick patted Kyle�s hand and eased the man�s grip. �I�m just glad you�re here now,� he said as he placed Kyle�s hand down on the comforter. �This past week has been hell for us. I can only imagine what poor Carissa is going through.�
Kyle swallowed hard as goosebumps ran up his arms. The vivid image of wooden barn walls raced through his brain. �What happened?� Anxiety pushed him to sit up in the bed. Colors flashed in his vision and the world spun in alarming ways.
�Careful,� Patrick warned. He stood and grabbed Kyle before he could pass out. �You�ve had a very hard night,� Patrick explained. �Why don�t you lay back and we can talk about it.�
Shaking his head, Kyle leaned on Patrick, trying to stay upright. Kyle had a sinking feeling that the wrongness he was feeling was somehow linked to what had happened to him. �Just tell me,� he insisted.
It didn�t take much force for Patrick to get Kyle to lie back on the bed. Keeping his hand on his brother�s shoulder, Patrick gave him a sharp look. �I will tell you if you relax,� he warned. �But if you try to get up before you�ve recovered, I�ll have to go get Kathryn, and she will put an end to all of this.�
Kyle relaxed to the mattress. If he was as bad off as Patrick suggested, calling Kathryn in wouldn�t get him what he wanted. She would clear everyone out leaving Kyle to rest with no one to explain. He narrowed his eyes at his brother. �Just tell me,� he insisted but made no move to sit up again.
Patrick pulled his chair closer to Kyle�s bed and sat back down. �What do you remember?�
Irritation worked its way up the back of Kyle�s neck. He growled his displeasure but worked his battered memory until it gave him something he knew was real. �I was on my way to see Minister Lewis about some new laws he wanted to propose.�
�That was almost a week ago.�
Shock froze the anger riding Kyle. He stared at Patrick in disbelief. �A week?�
Patrick nodded. �Six days ago, I got the call that your plane had gone down over the Northern Sound.�
Chills ran down Kyle�s arms and his mouth went dry. �I wasn�t on that plane.�
�Obviously,� Patrick explained. �But for the last week, we all thought you�d gone down in the water, never to be seen again.�
Thoughts of his sister and her distress spiked through his veins, giving him strength. �Carissa.� He tried to sit up again, but Patrick�s hands caught his shoulder before he could move.
�She�s fine,� Patrick soothed. �Michael is taking care of her.�
Kyle relaxed again. Thoughts of the white-haired man swirled through his mind. Michael had been an Elite in Eternity before his change to dragon. Kyle was still irritated with the way the man had claimed his sister, but he knew Michael had a good head on his shoulder. Kyle was certain that Michael would see his sister through her grief until they could let her know he was okay.
�Your sister is strong,� Patrick said. �It only took three days for her to accept what we all feared and step up to take over where you left off.�
Anguish and pride warred in Kyle�s heart as he thought about what it took for Carissa to step into the mess he�d left behind. Things at Eternity were not very good right now. A tall stack of files came to mind. �Daniel!� he gasped. Patrick�s hand on his arm kept him from sitting up in his distress.
Patrick shushed him and patted his arm. �That was the first thing she found when she came in to pick up the pieces.�
Kyle groaned, knowing how incriminating the files looked. �What happened?� he asked dreading to know.
An evil grin spread across Patrick�s face. �I don�t think Carissa knew what to do with that stack of crap on your desk.� He snorted out a laugh before finishing. �She sent a SWAT team after Daniel.�
Shock widened Kyle�s eyes, and he stared at his laughing brother. Kyle wasn�t finding it funny at all. It was true that the lack of information made Daniel seem like the villain, but Kyle never dreamed his sister would take actions against Daniel. They had both known the man since they were young. Daniel was many things, but he was loyal to his king above everything else. �He�s not responsible.� Kyle grabbed Patrick�s hand desperate for the man to believe him.
Composing himself, Patrick patted Kyle�s hand. �I know,� he reassured his brother. �I�ve seen the completed files.�
Kyle raised an eyebrow.
�I�ve been helping Daniel with his investigation.�
Surprised by this, Kyle let some of the tension drain away. �You have?� Daniel didn�t say anything about this?
Patrick nodded. �Where did you think Daniel hid everything?�
Blowing out a breath, Kyle shook his head. �I didn�t ask.� He and Daniel had discussed many things during their time on wings, but Kyle had insisted that Daniel keep the location of the evidence to himself. All Kyle had asked for was reassurance that everything was safe and that it would be taken care of if something should happen to either of them. He never even entertained the idea that Daniel would get Patrick involved. Kyle considered his stepbrother. �So you have everything?�
Patrick gave Kyle a satisfied smile. �The necklace, the heart, the files�� he paused for a long moment. �And Kathryn�s been taking care of your missing agents.�
�Alex and Noah?� Kyle asked, awed by his brother�s actions. �Their mates too?�
�All safe,� Patrick reassured him. �And Daniel came in yesterday.�
Surprise made Kyle draw in a breath. He held it trying to form the questions that raced around in his mind. What damage was done to Eternity? �Explain,� he demanded, needing to know.
�Michael got Daniel out before things went south,� Patrick explained.
Kyle�s eyebrows pinched in as he thought.
Patrick went on. �I�m not sure what made Carissa call SWAT.� He shook his head. �I�ve been pondering this for a while, but I still can�t wrap my head around it. Daniel is as much family as I am. One would assume she�d call him in to explain himself before ordering his arrest.�
A possible explanation popped into Kyle�s mind. �Alan.� The governmental aid who had brought the files to his attention had to be responsible for Carissa�s actions.
Patrick raised an eyebrow in question.
�For two weeks now, that man�s been pushing me to arrest Daniel for treason.� The stack of files left on his desk had been the latest piece of evidence in Alan�s case against Daniel.
�Well, whatever it was didn�t sit well with Michael,� Patrick continued. �He called one of his buddies in SWAT and got Daniel out of the building just moments before Sanders sent his team in with shoot-to-kill orders.�
That stunned Kyle. �Wow.� He relaxed again. Things had really gotten bad. �What else did I miss?� he asked not knowing if he really wanted to know.
Patrick sighed. �A lot.�
Kyle braced himself for more bad news.
�After Daniel escaped, Sanders took over Eternity.�
A zing of fear raced up Kyle�s spine. �Not Sanders,� he whispered. Sanders was one of the men on Daniel�s short list of possible suspects, but there had been no hard evidence linking him to any crimes except an unnatural obsession with the whereabouts of Alexander Fied.
Patrick nodded. �Daniel was able to hack into the mainframe at Eternity and wipe the dragon databases and a large chunk of their system files.�
�That�s all backed up,� Kyle said bluntly. Eternity had been around for a long time before computers, and Kyle still didn�t trust the stability of long-term electronic storage. A good deal of the records was still kept in paper dossiers in the basement.
�This is true,� Patrick agreed. Amusement was thick in his voice. �But I happen to know that the librarian that keeps the records is out of town on important family business and won�t be back for quite some time.� He flashed air quotes around his word to emphasize his sarcasm.
Kyle�s mouth dropped open as he stared at his amused brother.
�Oh,� Patrick added. �And she might have taken the keys to the card catalogs with her when she went.�
Kyle snorted in amusement. It was impossible to find anything in that massive storage facility without access to the card catalog. �I doubt that anyone would know how to use that thing even if they could get into it.� The fact that the old organizational system was falling out of use saddened him.
�It�ll definitely slow them down for a while.�
�True,� Kyle agreed. His brow furrowed in frustration. �We don�t even know who these people are,� he grumped.
�We�re working on that,� Patrick assured him. �Alex�s mate has an old family friend who�s a statistician.�
�Really?� Kyle asked.
�From what I�ve been able to dig up on the guy, he seems like a paranoid nut case, but she assured me that he knows what he�s doing,� Patrick explained. �About three weeks ago, Daniel pulled a bunch of Eternity�s records for the guy to go over.�
Kyle nodded. He remembered Daniel making that request. Kyle had personally helped gather the information, not sure what Daniel would do with it. �What did they find?�
Patrick drew in a deep breath and let it rush out of him. �I don�t know,� he admitted. �Alex had gone to meet up with the guy last night, but he and Brigs never made it.� He gave Kyle a very serious look. �A young woman showed up at The Dragon�s Wing with you in tow.�
Kyle�s heart skipped as memories bounced around in his head. He raised his hand to his chest and touched the skin over his heart, trying to remember what happened. His fingers rubbed over the fresh scar marring his flesh. He recalled pain and the sound of a soft voice and the feel of gentle hands easing him through it. �What happened?� he asked unable to connect everything together.
Patrick squirmed in his chair. �They took your dragon.�
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Steam curled up from the surface of Kyle�s coffee. Wrapping his hands around the warm cup, Kyle savored the heat while thoughts whizzed through his numb mind. My dragon is gone. Taking a sip of the cooling liquid, he prayed for the bright flash of scales that usually accompanied his first cup of coffee. His dragon loved the stimulating drink, but today, there was only a faint flutter inside him. The lack of activity disturbed Kyle, but he didn�t know what to do about it.
He stared down into his cup pondering the dark liquid. It didn�t taste as good as coffee usually did and he couldn�t help but wonder if he actually liked the drink, or if his dragon had. That thought struck a painful cord. He sat the cup on the table and turned his attention to the man sitting across from him.
Daniel looked awful. There were bags under his eyes that spoke volumes about the stress the man had been under. Kyle watched as his friend raised his hand and rubbed the scar over his cheek. �Rough week?� Kyle teased.
Daniel shot him a dirty look. �You have no idea.�
Kyle scoffed at him. �I think I might.� He touched the scar on his chest and rubbed it through his t-shirt. It didn�t hurt, but the raised welt was sensitive and the way his shirt laid over it acted as a constant reminder of what had happened.
One side of Daniel�s mouth turned up in amusement and he snorted out an ironic laugh. �I guess you do,� he admitted wryly. He dropped his hand down to his cup of coffee and leaned on the table. �Let�s see what we can do about it.�
Kyle nodded. It was high time they got down to brass tacks. �So what�s going on?�
Daniel shook his head. �I�m still trying to figure that out,� he admitted. �I�m pretty sure your sister knows something�s up, but I haven�t contacted her since Michael sent me on the run.�
This concerned Kyle. �Have you heard anything from inside Eternity?�
�A little,� Daniel replied. �Sanders raided The Dragon�s Wing twice looking for me.�
The amusement in Daniel�s voice made Kyle�s eyebrow raise in question.
�Michael managed to use the raids to slip Brigs messages on both occasions.�
Impressive. �What did they say?� Kyle asked.
�Well, the first said that Michael thought someone was tapping his phone and not to contact him by that means,� Daniel explained.
�And the second?�
Daniel sighed heavily. �Sanders has been making some major personnel changes in the Elite groups and the SWAT teams.�
Kyle�s spine went rigid with indignation. �He can�t do that!�
�As long as Carissa approved his position as head of security, he can,� Daniel explained.
Anger made Kyle want to pace but he pulled his cup closer and pressed his hands into the hot mug instead. �Why would she do that?� He hadn�t shared his speculation about Sanders with her, but Kyle couldn�t see the man in the job. Sanders was human. The head of Eternity had always been a dragon.
�Someone�s advising her,� Daniel speculated.
Kyle squinted one eye as he thought about who would have the audacity to convince Carissa to reorganize Eternity. Several names popped into his head, but none of them felt right.
Daniel let out a sigh and leaned back in his chair. �I bet it was Alan Meyer.�
Kyle sat taller in his chair. �Alan Meyer.� Surprise colored his voice. �He wasn�t even on my list of suspects.� He thought back to the many conversations he�d had with the aide. Alan had honestly seemed concerned about solving the case.
�He was on mine,� Daniel admitted. �But it wasn�t my short list.� He stared off into the corner for a long minute before meeting Kyle�s eyes again. �But I don�t think he knows he�s involved with the group killing dragons. I think someone is pulling his strings.�
Kyle cocked his head. �What gives you that idea?�
�Because he brought the incomplete files to you,� Daniel explained.
This confused Kyle. He narrowed his eyes and waited for Daniel to go on.
�If Alan had been with the groups killing dragons, he wouldn�t have been so gung-ho about solving the crimes,� Daniel said.
Kyle nodded as he recalled the stack of files Alan had gathered. �He could have been looking for a way to pin the blame on someone else.� He gave Daniel a pointed look. �There was some very damning evidence against you in that stack.�
�Point,� Daniel conceded, �But, I�ve been watching his investigation over the last few weeks. If he was intent on incriminating me, he would have just pulled the files I�d falsified, but he didn�t. He pulled everything on all the dragons murdered and all the records that might have been related to murders. My dragon tells me he is seriously looking for a solution to this case.�
Pain raced through Kyle at the mention of Daniel�s dragon. Normally his dragon would help him through things by filling in the missing pieces with hints and suggestions, but the few flutters in his mind didn�t give him any insight at all. His feelings must have shown on his face. When Kyle met Daniel�s eye again, he could see unease in his friend�s face.
Kyle shook his head and went on without addressing his issues. �So what option do we have now?�
Daniel jumped on the new topic. �First, we need to figure out what happened to you. What do you remember?�
Unable to give a decisive answer, Kyle shrugged. �I really don�t know,� he admitted. He�d pondered over the whole situation while he�d showered and dressed. Lots of vague memories jumbled around in his head, but he couldn�t put them into a linear timeline.
�How did you get off the plane?� Daniel prompted.
This part Kyle remembered. �I didn�t,� he explained. The furrow that bent Daniel�s brow amused Kyle. His kidnapping wasn�t a laughing matter, but it was rare to see Daniel caught off guard. �I never made it to the plane.�
Daniel�s mouth opened as he drew in a breath, but he didn�t say anything.
Entertained by his friend�s confused look, Kyle took a sip of his coffee before explaining. �I was getting ready to leave when one of the ministry aides stopped by.� Kyle paused as he pictured the man in his mind�s eye. He wasn�t sure which minister the man worked for, but he was familiar. Kyle turned his thoughts away from the memory and finished telling his story. �The man said he had something for Minister Lewis and asked if I could deliver it since I was already on my way.� He didn�t think the request was odd at the time, but looking back he could see how suspicious it really was. �I didn�t think anything of it, but I sure was surprised when I followed him into that office and found I was already there.�
Daniel jerked to attention in his chair. �What?�
�I met your doppelganger.�
Shock crossed Daniel�s face. �The one that framed Michael?�
�I believe so,� Kyle said. �I didn�t get much of a chance to ask. As soon as I was in the room, someone cracked me in the back of the head. I don�t even remember hitting the floor.�
Daniel rubbed his jaw as he relaxed in his seat. �And you don�t remember anything else?�
�Just bits,� Kyle explained. �I remember a room with wooden walls and exposed rafters.� He rubbed his forehead trying to get his battered memory to work. �I was lying in a pile of straw, but I couldn�t move. It was like I was asleep, but awake at the same time.� Kyle shivered at the memory. �It was weird.�
�That actually makes sense,� Daniel mused. �We found drugs in both Raven�s and Melanie�s autopsies.�
�I still can�t believe someone took Raven down,� Kyle said, shaking his head in disbelief. �I was sure she would outlive us all.�
�She was crafty,� Daniel agreed. He paused for a moment before going on. �But I think she knew something was going to happen to her.�
Kyle raised an eyebrow in question.
Daniel lifted one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug and let it drop. �It�s the only way I can explain Noah and Byrd.�
�So she kidnapped Noah because she thought something was going to happen to her?� Kyle pondered. He tried to fit this idea into his world, but it didn�t sit well. He�d been royally pissed off when she�d crashed his birthday celebration and absconded with Daniel�s man.
Daniel snickered. �No,� he admitted. �I think Raven kidnapped him because she was horny. But, I�m pretty sure she gave Noah his collar because she thought something was going to happen.� He paused and sighed heavily. �Unfortunately we may never know. Byrd won�t talk about Raven�s last days and Noah refuses to push him.�
�Cut them some slack,� Kyle insisted. �Having part of your psyche ripped away and being forced into a bond with another can�t be easy.� The weight of Kyle�s words smacked him in the gut and pain flooded his soul. He stared down into his coffee cup trying to get a grip on his emotions. The idea that his dragon was gone hadn�t settled into place. It was too surreal for him to accept even with the emptiness he felt.
Both Daniel and Kyle sat in silence, unwilling to broach the subject.
After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, Kyle changed the subject. �So tell me about the young lady that saved me.�
Daniel jumped on the new subject eagerly. �Angela Lewis. She�s the daughter of Minister Lewis.�
�A minister�s daughter?� Kyle asked as he pondered over how she�d come to his rescue. �What was she doing in a barn so late at night?� Memories of their hectic escape rolled through his mind.
�She claims she was sleeping there.�
Kyle�s brow furrowed in confusion. �In the barn?� Why would a minister�s daughter be sleeping in a barn?
�That�s what she claims.� The look that covered Daniel�s face mirrored Kyle�s doubt.
�Do you think she�s sincere?�
Daniel let out a long breath and rubbed his hand over his face. �I don�t know,� he admitted. �She gave me some story about a fight with her college roommate. She claims she left school and came home to find her father holding a function. What I don�t understand is why she would choose to go sleep in the barn versus going to the house. I can think of a dozen ways to get into a house without being seen by party guests.�
�Her father was holding a function?� Kyle asked.
�She said there were cars lining both sides of the driveway when she got home.�
Kyle nodded and rolled things around, trying to put all the pieces together. He could see how Angela may prefer the barn to some formal function her father was holding, especially if she�d had a hard day. There had been several times in his life where he�d gone to uncomfortable ends to avoid some court function his father had held. He met Daniel�s eyes again. �And what do your instincts tell you?� He hated to ask that question, but his instincts were horrifyingly quiet and he needed more input to make an educated guess.
Daniel swallowed hard and looked away as he answered. �I�m cautious about trusting her, but I�m stressed out and have been jumping at everything,� he admitted. He turned back to Kyle. �She did seem genuinely distressed over the situation.�
A knowing smile turned up the corners of Kyle�s mouth. �You�ve got every reason to be suspicious, considering what you�ve been through.� He picked up his cup and stared down into the cold coffee as he decided what to do. �You�ve done enough, for now, let me deal with Angela.� Picking up his cup, he drained the last of his drink and set it on the table. �I think it�s high time I properly met my savior.�
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The sunlight shining through the leaves felt good on Kyle�s skin. Closing his eyes, he tilted his head back to enjoy the warmth as his feet carried him down the worn path. It had been a while since he�d been out to Patrick�s training grounds, but Kyle had stayed with Patrick often enough that the trail was still familiar.
Throwing his arms wide, Kyle relished the pull of tight muscles across his back and the pain it brought. He was alive. Joy from that fact alone gave his steps a little more pep. Countless troubles waited for his attention, but, for the moment, he let those things go and just enjoyed living.
Opening his eyes, he relaxed and reveled in nature. The rustle of leaves and the crunch of the path helped to clear his mind of the problems he�d discussed with Daniel. The sound took him back to better times when he�d come out with Patrick to inspect the new men being trained for Eternity�s ranks.
Patrick had always been a good judge of character, but it had been a few years since he�d taken on a new flight of dragons. Kyle worked his memory trying to come up with the reason his brother had asked for the break in duty, but the answer eluded him. Pondering the question, Kyle let his feet take him down the side path that led from the main trail to the cabins where the men would stay during training.
A flash of movement in the corner of his eye made Kyle freeze. He turned his head to focus on the dark shape rustling in the bushes near the path. Patrick had a passel of wild hogs that roamed the ground. They made great sport while on wing, but they could easily hurt a single adult on foot.
Kyle let out his held breath when the bushes parted and a small black dragon scampered out. He should have known that the movement wasn�t a pig. The clearing for the cabins was only a few more feet down the path and the wild game usually didn�t come close to the buildings. He let the tension ease from his shoulders and went to the small dragon. �Good afternoon, Byrd,� Kyle said as he crouched down to greet him.
Byrd sat back on his haunches, wrapped his tail around his feet, and chirped.
The air in Kyle�s chest caught again. He knew the dragon had addressed him, but the high pitched squeaking didn�t make sense. Fear rippled through Kyle as he stared at the small dragon. The world spun in odd ways. Kyle reached down and rested his hand on the ground to keep from falling over. He�d never been unable to understand dragon speech.
Byrd cocked his head and chirped at Kyle again.
Color flashed in the corner of Kyle�s eyes as panic set in. Byrd�s chirps still held no meaning for him. The total lack of understanding drove home the horrible truth. Kyle had indeed lost his dragon. Emotion closed up his throat as shivers racked his body. He clutched at the dirt as he tried to speak. �I�� The word squeaked from Kyle as he struggled to voice his distress.
The black scales of the little dragon rippled as he rushed towards Kyle and shifted into human form. �My Lord,� Noah said as he caught Kyle before he could collapse to the ground.
�I�� Kyle gasped again and leaned into Noah. Turning his head, he stared at the side of the mage�s head with wild eyes. The man�s hair was a beautiful red that rivaled Patrick�s. The last time Kyle had seen Noah, the man�s hair had been bleached white by the magic he used. Noticing that small detail was enough to pull Kyle back from the edge. Memories of how wild Byrd had been rushed over Kyle and he connected that to how impressed he was with Byrd and Noah�s progress.
That thought broke through his panic, giving Kyle the ability to pull in air again, but it did not alleviate the entire attack. �I�� he muttered as thoughts of his missing dragon paralyzed him again. He clutched to the naked man.
Noah tugged him to his feet. �Come with me.�
Kyle clung to Noah as he pulled them both up.
Grabbing Kyle�s arm, Noah wrapped it around his shoulder and helped Kyle down the rest of the path and to the steps of the first cabin in the clearing.
Kyle nearly fell as Noah sat him down. He stared up at the mage, unable to respond to what was going on.
�Let me get Kara,� Noah said as he backed away from Kyle.
Staring at him in horror, Kyle watched as Noah shifted and raced off through the woods shrieking loudly. Kyle wanted to call out to the small dragon to come back, but Byrd was gone before Kyle could protest. Left alone, Kyle did his best to regain control. He drew in great gulps of air, but it felt as if he�d been running and couldn�t catch his breath. He stared down at his hands. They trembled uncontrollably. Never in his life had he felt so overwhelmed. It scared him, making his problem worse.
Balling up his hands, he tried to find his calm center. It had always been there before. It wasn�t there today. The tremors from his hands made his entire body shake. Closing his eyes, Kyle tensed up, trying to make the shaking stop, but it only made it worse.
�Are you ok?�
The soft voice behind him broke into Kyle�s concentration and the tension released from his muscles making him rock in his seat. �No,� he managed to answer without opening his eyes. The weight of a hand touched the back of his neck. Its warmth pushed back the hard edge of the terror racing through him.
�Is there something I can do?� the woman asked as she kneaded the back of his neck.
Kyle shook his head not knowing what the woman could do to help him but the feel of her fingers on his skin soothed some of his panic. �Sit with me,� he begged. He didn�t understand why her presence was comforting, but it was just what he needed right now.
The weight of her hand moved from his neck and the tension raced up his back again. He held his breath trying to keep calm as the woman came to sit next to him. Her warmth at his side soothed him again and he concentrated on taking deep even breaths as she rubbed small circles on his back. After a few minutes, his panic eased and he was able to take normal breaths.
Relaxing, Kyle opened his eyes and turned to look at the young woman comforting him. She was pretty. Her round face was framed by wisps of blonde hair that had pulled loose from her high ponytail. Her blue eyes were tinted with concern. Something in Kyle�s chest fluttered, and he opened his mouth to breathe through the strange sensation.
After a few breaths, the feeling settled and he was able to refocus on the girl. �Thank you.�
Giving him a worried smile, she drew her hand away from Kyle�s back. He shivered at the loss, but she did not bring it back. �Are you better now?� she asked as she folded her hands between her knees.
Amusement lightened Kyle�s mood and a vague hint of a smile softened his eyes. �No,� he admitted. �But I am calmer.� Concern creased the woman�s brow triggering Kyle�s memory. This was the woman that had saved him. Angela. He watched as she glanced around the clearing. Kyle looked up too, but no one was in sight.
�Should I� get someone?� Angela asked as she moved to stand up.
Kyle rested his hand on her leg and shook his head. �Someone has already been called.�
[image: ]
Settling back to the steps, Angela stared at Kyle. He was much better than he had been last night, but he still looked horrible. She�d been leaning on the front window sill, enjoying the cool breeze and thinking about what had happened when Noah had rushed from the woods dragging Kyle. She�d been surprised to see the mage running around naked, but not as shocked as when he dropped Kyle on her steps, shifted, and raced off making enough racket to wake the dead. A million things burst through her mind but the most important was the welfare of the man trembling on her steps.
Angela looked down at the hand Kyle had rested on her thigh. It made her insides flutter in alarming ways. Relaxing back to the steps, she tried to put the feelings out of her mind as she set her hand over his and tried to comfort him. �I�m sure they will be here shortly.�
The smile that spread across his face made his eyes twinkle. �I�m sure they will,� he said as he turned his hand over and took hers. �I�m Kyle, by the way.�
�Angela,� she said as she curled her fingers around his. It wasn�t really a handshake, but she squeezed his fingers in greeting.
�Thank you.�
�You�re welcome,� Angela said uncomfortably. She really hadn�t done anything special.
�For everything,� he added and raised her hand to his lips.
Angela squirmed in her seat as he kissed the back of her hand. Being in college, she was used to public displays of affection and flirting, but this felt more intimate than anything she was ready to deal with. Giving him another you�re welcome didn�t seem right. �Umm,� she replied, trying to think of something better to say.
Her heart jumped when he lowered her hand and met her gaze again. His eyes made her breath catch. For a moment, they swirled like liquid gold and she was sure his pupils elongated into those of a cat�s. Or a dragon�s. She blinked in surprise and stared, but his eyes were the same rich gold as they had started out. Drawing in a breath, she tried to think of something to break the intense atmosphere building around them, but nothing came to mind.
�My king!�
Letting out the air, Angela turned to find Kara hurrying across the clearing between the cabins. Byrd raced around Kara�s feet, nipping at her to move faster. Kyle dropped Angela�s hand, drawing her attention back.
�I told you they were on their way,� he said as he stared at the approaching woman.
Angela studied his profile. She could still see the effects of his panic attack around his eye, but he seemed much calmer now. She stared at him, wondering what had caused his distress.
Kyle stood up and went to greet the pair racing towards them �Mrs. Rose,� he called in a cheerful greeting. �I see Byrd found you without issue.�
Kyle seemed confident as he spoke, but when the small dragon started chattering, Angela could see the tension run back up his spine. Standing up from the steps, she went to join the group. Her hand brushed against his lower back as she moved to his side, and he paused to look her way. She could see the relief in his eyes before he turned back to Kara and Byrd.
Taking a knee, Kyle addressed the anxious dragon. �Byrd,� he called, �calm down. I�m fine.�
Byrd chattered and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
Kyle shook his head and reached out to his friend. �I don�t understand you.�
The small dragon froze as Kyle scratched him along the jaw.
Angela watched the exchange. It took her a moment to put things together and realize what had caused Kyle�s distress. �They took your dragon,� she said as everything fell into place.
Kyle glanced up at her. Pain filled his eyes.
�Without his dragon, he doesn�t have the instincts to understand dragon speech,� Kara explained. �I�ve seen this before. It usually happens when there�s a split between a person�s two halves. If the subject�s dragon withdraws, they may lose their ability to shift. And, if the split is extreme enough, they can lose the ability to understand other dragons.�
Angela could hear the worry in Kara�s voice. She looked back and watched Kyle scratch the boned frill at the back of Byrd�s head. Her heart hurt for his plight.
�Can it be fixed?� Kyle asked.
Holding her breath, Angela looked back at Kara and waited.
Kara chewed on her lip for a moment before answering. �With the proper therapy, a subject can be made whole again, but I�ve never worked with anyone who�s had their dragon removed.� Her eyes darted to the small dragon. �Except for Byrd.�
Kyle let out a sigh and patted the dragon once more. �But he�s a special case,� he said as he stood up and dusted his pants off.
Byrd took a step forwards and chattered at Kyle.
Angela could see the stress building up in Kyle�s shoulders again, but his distress didn�t drop him into another fit. Angela laid her had on his arm, giving him what comfort she could. She glanced at the dragon before addressing Kara. �What did he say?�
Kara licked her lip as she listened to Byrd repeat the series of chirps and squeaks. �Byrd is positive that the problem can be healed by bringing the two halves back together,� she explained as she turned her gaze to Angela and Kyle. �But we don�t know where to find Kyle�s dragon.�
�I know where it is,� Angela said, drawing their attention. The words slipped out before she could check them. Anger bubbled up inside her as she named the man responsible. �Eugene took it.� They may have been friends at one time, but she was going to kill him if she ever saw him again.
�But does he still have it?� Kyle asked.
Angela let out a forlorn sigh.
�And where would he keep it?�
She considered how to answer his question. Visions of the box Eugene had used to contain the crystal flashed in Angela�s head. She drew in a breath as she recalled where she�d seen that puzzle box before. �You know,� she said as she chewed over what to say. �If he�s still got it, I might know where he�s keeping it.�
Hope lit Kyle�s face.
�But getting to it is going to be the issue.�
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�How can she do that?� Terra cried, waving at the news broadcast.
Angela agreed with the indignation in Terra�s voice. The ticker scrolling across the bottom of the screen was unbelievable. The reporter was grim as she commented on the short message from the leader of the dragon world: the king of dragons was dead. Angela glanced over to where Kyle was sitting to see how he was taking the news of his untimely demise.
While he did seem calm, Angela could tell that the news had hit him hard. He sat on the front edge of the cushion with his elbows resting on his knees. His breathing was deep and even, but it looked too measured to be natural. It was clear he was doing his best to accept the news without breaking down.
Pulling in a deep breath, Kyle sat up, rubbed a hand over his mouth, and stared at the screen. �She had to,� he said. Resignation gave his voice strength.
�No, she didn�t,� Terra snapped. She glared at the repeated image of Carissa declaring Kyle lost, announcing his funeral, and making arrangements for her coronation as the new ruler of dragon kind. �This is an outrage!� she yelled waving at the screen again. �You�re not dead.�
Kyle let out a long sigh and slumped in his seat. �Yes, but she doesn�t know that,� he explained.
�Then tell her,� Terra demanded.
Angela rubbed her hands up her arms and nodded her agreement. A simple call to Carissa would clear all this up.
Agitated, Kyle stood up and started pacing around the chairs where the group had gathered. It had originally been their intention to discuss getting Kyle�s dragon back, but the breaking news had chirped across Kara�s phone and they had all stopped to watch. �It�s not that easy,� Kyle explained as his feet worried the floor. �I could call my sister and let her know what happened, but she would still have to take the crown.�
Angela�s brow furrowed in confusion and she stared at Kyle as the rest of the group looked away. She waited for someone to ask the question burning in her mind but no one did. After a few moments, she spoke up. �Why?�
Kyle stopped and stared at her. Pain raced across his eyes. �I can�t be king.�
She raised an eyebrow, irritated that he would be so hard on himself. �Because they took your dragon?�
�Exactly,� he said as he came over and perched on the high stool next to her. He took her hand and toyed with it as he spoke. �King of Dragons isn�t just a title I was given because I was the heir to the throne. It�s a job with some very complex responsibilities.�
Angela cocked her head and thought about it. �Something you can�t do without your dragon?�
Kyle nodded. �Do you know much about dragon history?�
Dragon lore wasn�t something taught in schools yet, so she only knew the basic stories that circled around the web. She drew in a considering breath before speaking. �Only the myth about a king being granted the power to turn dragon to protect his people.�
�That�s only part of the story,� Kyle admitted. �The tale is more complex than that.�
Angela waited for him to go on.
He drew in a breath and let it out before beginning. �Everything started in a small valley behind the village where my great-grandfather grew up. At one end there was a massive pile of stones that resembled a dragon.�
Sitting taller, Angela cocked her head but did not interrupt his story.
�At the time, no one realized what it was, but my great-grandfather made it his special place. He always felt the stones were listening and would often tell them his troubles. Hearing the words out loud would help him clear his mind and find some answer. I don�t think he ever expected the stones to speak back.�
�But they did,� Angela said in awe.
Kyle nodded. �War was coming to the village. The elders had done everything they could think of to keep the peace between two neighboring clans, but nothing was working. My great grandfather went out to the stones to voice his concerns, and the stones gave him an answer.�
�It was a dragon?� Angela asked, unable to keep quiet anymore.
�It was,� Kyle confirmed. �The last of the great dragons. I can�t even begin to tell you how old the creature was, but it had come to the valley to die. Its power had waned to the point it could no longer move, but it hung around, watching the children of the local village that came to climb on it. It listened to my great grandfather�s problems as it waited for its life to end, but it could not remain silent when it heard of the troubles coming to the village.
�It spoke to my great-grandfather, offering him aid,� he went on. �Unfortunately, the creature was too far gone to physically help, but it promised the power to win the war in exchange for one small favor.�
�What was the favor?� Angela asked.
�The dragon didn�t really want to die,� Kyle explained. �As the rest of its kind dwindled, it had tried to make friends with the lesser lifeforms, but they were too afraid of its size and power. It was lonely and had given up hope. The dragon offered up its life force and power in exchange for a form that would allow it to live and see the world again.�
�It wanted a body,� she breathed the truth as things started to come together.
Kyle nodded again. �It wanted to share my great grandfather�s body. He, of course, agreed, and the dragon used the last of its physical strength to create a heartstone. My great-grandfather tried to contain the dragon�s full power, but it was too great to withstand and nearly killed him. The pair agreed that my great grandfather would only take a small piece of the stone. He later shared that power with his four closest friends so they could protect their village.�
�What about the rest of the heartstone?� Angela asked.
�And therein lies the problem,� Kyle explained. �For years, my great-grandfather carried the stone with him allowing the dragon to experience the world through him, but he kept his promise and the stone a secret. He felt the enormous power within the stone was too tempting to let others know about it. The dragon�s power in the wrong hands would be devastating.
�When my great-grandfather grew too old to tend the stone, he told my grandfather the secret. My grandfather then took up the link to keep the dragon safe and happy. Everything was going well until people started actively hunting dragons.�
�Hunting?� Angela asked appalled.
�Yes,� Kyle said sadly. �I�m not sure if they were afraid or jealous, but they massacred hundreds of dragons before we could escape into hiding. My grandfather died before he could share the secret of the stone with my father. Unfortunately, my grandfather had let the story of the stone slip to a comrade in arms while drinking late one night.
�After a few years of searching for it, this man found the stone and attempted to claim the power for his own. But he didn�t realize what he was dealing with and was destroyed in the process. The dragon claimed his physical form and started terrorizing the countryside.�
Angela stared at him in horror. �Why?� She didn�t understand how a creature could go from being helpful to terrorizing people.
�The dragon wasn�t whole,� Kyle explained. �When my grandfather took the dragon�s power, it lost the ability to tell right from wrong. With no moral compass to guide it when it was released, it was driven by instinct alone.�
�Wow,� Angela said, unsure how else to respond to the story. �What happened to the dragon?�
Kyle closed his eyes and shook his head. �My father, my brother, and I captured the creature and convinced it to return to the stone, but it cost my brother his life.�
Angela raised her hand and covered her mouth. �No,� she whispered.
�My father dedicated the rest of his life to keeping the stone and left me to run the kingdom in his stead. When he died, I took up the link with the dragon.�
Her heart ached for him as she put things together. �And without your dragon, you�ve lost the link with the stone.�
Kyle nodded again. �I don�t know if my dragon retains the link, but we can�t let these people get their hands on that stone.� His jaw clenched, and he took a deep breath before continuing. �When Carissa takes the stone, what�s left of my link will break.�
Angela looked down to where Kyle squeezed her hand. She rested her free hand over his, drawing his attention back up. �We will stop them,� she said, unsure how she could help but determined to try.
The edges of his mouth turned up as the tension and anger drained from his face. �And that�s why we can�t tell Carissa I�m alive.� He released her hand. Standing back up, he raised his voice to fill the room. �We need to put an end to this now.�
Looking around, Angela saw that Kyle held everyone�s attention as he paced the length of the room.
�I can only think of one reason my sister would take action,� Kyle explained. �She felt what happened last night.� His hand rubbed across his chest over his heart. �She had finally given up hope and if we contact her, there is a likely chance that the moles in Eternity will hear about it.�
Angela glance around to the Eternity agents. Their eyes tracked Kyle as he moved, but agreement shown on every one of their faces.
�We need to strike fast,� Kyle said. He stopped and turned to Angela. �You said you knew where they were keeping my dragon.�
Fear raced up Angela�s spine. She sat taller in her seat trying not to wilt as everyone looked at her. �I know where Eugene put it in before he left,� she admitted. �And if he�s trying to hide it from my father, the box will be in my father�s study.�
Daniel cleared his throat, drawing Angela�s attention. There was a serious look in his eye that made Angela�s insides tighten. �You know, there�s very likely a chance that your father�s involved with this.�
Angela drew in a shaky breath and looked down at her hands. She folded them in her lap and squeezed her fingers together. Admitting her father had a hand in hurting Kyle didn�t feel right, but she couldn�t deny the possibilities. Eugene had shadowed her father very closely in his time as an aide. It was unlikely that Eugene could have planned and executed the whole event without her father knowing about it, but she still couldn�t bring herself to agree with Daniel. She nodded her understanding before looking up to meet his eyes. �Please don�t do anything rash before making sure he�s involved.�
Daniel tipped his head to her. �I promise.�
�Tell us what you know,� Kyle said as he got the group back on track.
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For the first time in Angela�s life, the baroque exterior of her father�s mansion intimidated her. She watched the fancy house in the distance as Daniel drove her car past the main driveway and turned down the access road that led to the back of the barns. Usually, she found the stone columns and arched windows regal, but today they looked dark and sinister against the overcast sky. Shivering, she pulled her gaze from the building and turned it to the two men in the front of her car. Daniel was hard to see since he was driving, so she stared at what she could see of Kyle�s face and thought about what they were here to do.
The plan was simple. She�d sneak Kyle and Daniel in and guide them to her father�s study. The box that Eugene used was an ornamental puzzle box that had been given to her father by an exotic dignitary. It was precious to her father, and he�d often warned her not to touch it. It was delicate, and he was afraid she would break it. It had taken her almost three years of fiddling with it in secret to figure out the complicated locking mechanism.
Angela chewed her lip thinking about the chest. Over the years she�d played with the box, she�d found many strange things in it. It had always been a treat to open the box and see what her father had stashed, but now she wasn�t sure if they were her father�s things, or Eugene�s.
She put the past out of her mind and cleared her thoughts as Daniel pulled her car into the empty parking area behind the barn.
Kyle turned in his seat and stared back at her. �Are you sure you want to do this?� he asked.
Angela smiled, appreciating the offered out. There had been several versions of their plans that left her in safety, but they were all more complicated than their current course of action. �I�m sure.� It wasn�t difficult to get into her house or find her father�s study, but finding the box was going to be hard. Her father collected intricate woodwork and the box was one of many he kept on the shelves in his office.
Popping her door open, she climbed out and glanced up. A thick layer of clouds blocked out the sky. Alex, Noah, and Patrick were up there somewhere. She squeezed the edge of her door trying to take comfort in knowing there was a back-up if things went wrong.
�Are you ready?�
Angela pulled her gaze from the sky and looked at Daniel. His eyes were sharp but held a hint of concern. There had been lots of arguing about whether she needed to come on this mission or not. Daniel had been the first to argue that having an insider would help things along. She didn�t know if she was happy that he wanted her help, or worried that he was just using her. As I�ll ever be. �Yes,� she said, shutting her door. It was too late for her to back out now.
Kyle came around the back of the car and took her hand. �You know, you don�t have to do this,� he said, laying his hand on her upper arm.
His words soothed the unease in her heart. One would think he would be the most willing to have her help retrieve his dragon, but he�d been the most vocal about keeping her out of harm�s way. It touched her to know that he cared about her safety, even now when they were so close to their destination. �I know,� she said, patting his hand. She turned her attention back to the house. Taking a deep breath, she focused her mind on what they had to do. �This way,� she said, slipping out from under Kyle�s hand. Her ears told her when the men fell into step behind her.
Angela worried her lip as she led the way to the barn. She paused long enough to peek around the corner of the building. A small courtyard separated the barns from the house. Thankfully, the area was clear but there was nothing to hide them from the windows of the main house. �Come on,� she said as she slipped around the corner and raced to the side of the building.
Pressing her back to the building, she hesitated for a moment before turning and hurrying down the side of the building to a small door. Reaching out, she tugged on the door but wasn�t alarmed when it didn�t move. The door led to the storerooms behind the kitchen and was only used when her father was hosting a party. Turning to Daniel, she held out her hand. �Keys?�
Daniel dropped her car keys in her hand.
Flipping her keys over, she grabbed the right one and slipped it into the lock. The door swung open and Angela peered in. The storage room beyond was stacked with shelves but seemed to be unoccupied. �It�s clear,� she said, stepping inside.
Daniel took hold of the door, held it wide for Kyle, and eased it closed behind them.
Hurrying between the shelves, Angela stopped at the inner door and stole a quick look through the round window into her father�s industrial kitchen. They�d planned their visit to fall in the lull between breakfast and lunch. The kitchen should be empty, but there was always the chance that one of the cooks was still hanging around. She sighed with relief. No one was there.
Carefully pushing the stockroom door open, Angela scanned the kitchen to make sure everything was clear. Excitement pumped through her veins as she made her way between the steel tables to the set of swinging doors that opened into the hall. She�d never done anything this dangerous before. Pushing the door open just a crack, she huddled against the frame and looked out into the hall. No one was around. Halfway down the hall was a nook that held a potted plant. It would be the perfect place for them to hide while she plotted their next move. A soft touch on her shoulder made her jump and she looked back to find Kyle holding her back.
�Just act normal,� he advised. Glancing around the corner, he stepped out into the hallway as if he belonged.
Shocked, Angela looked over to see Daniel smiling at her. �If you skulk around, people will think you�re up to something,� he said, stepping out to join Kyle in the hall as if they didn�t have a care in the world.
Straightening up, Angela stepped out too.
�So where to?� Kyle asked as he took her hand and wrapped it around his arm.
Angela stared at him for a moment. Kyle didn�t look worried at all. Letting out a breath, she turned and started towards her father�s quarters. �This way,� she said. Fear and adrenaline made her want to race along the corridor, but Kyle�s relaxed gait kept her at an easy pace. Her heart jumped when a pair of maids came down the hallway. She wanted to run and scream, but Kyle kept a tight hold on her hand as they approached the pair. The maids nodded and gave Kyle an appreciative glance. Kyle smiled and they scurried off giggling without more comment. Angela stared at them with an open mouth before looking up to Kyle for an explanation.
�You belong here� Kyle explained as soon as the women were out of earshot. �They�ve probably seen you walking these halls a million times.�
Angela shut her mouth and considered it. Both of the maids had worked in the large mansion for years. It made sense that they wouldn�t find her presence noteworthy, but they�d never seen Kyle or Daniel before. �What about you?� Angela asked. �They�ve never seen you before.�
Kyle snickered. �Daniel and I may be novel,� he agreed. �But, we�re with you, so not unusual enough to raise an alarm. I�m sure you�ve brought friends home before.� He looked at her long enough for her to nod. �Besides, we�ll be done with what we need by the time they mention our presence to anyone.�
Biting her lip, Angela turned her attention back to their path and worked that idea through her brain. When they said they would sneak into her father�s study, she�d envisioned cat-like, ninja moves that got them in and out without being seen, not walking in like she owned the place. She snorted out a soft, ironic laugh and relaxed. Maybe Kyle had the right idea after all. Sneaking in would have been so much harder.
After a few more turns, they came to her father�s office. The door stood open. Angela released Kyle�s arm and poked her head in. �Dad?� she called, looking around the room. Her father was nowhere to be seen. �This way,� she said, hurrying into the room. Moving around her father�s desk, she stopped in front of the shelves and scanned her father�s collection. Her heart dropped when she saw the hole where the box should have been. Walking up to the shelf, she laid her fingers on either side of the empty space. �It�s not here,� she said softly.
Turning around she looked over at Kyle and Daniel. �It�s not here,� she said again louder.
�Where else would he keep it?� Daniel asked.
Angela worried her lip as she looked around the room. Nothing else seemed out of place. �It might be in Eugene�s office,� she said as she came out from behind the desk. She passed between Kyle and Daniel and rushed out of the room. She barely looked down the empty hall as she crossed to Eugene�s open office door. Casting a quick glance around the room, she tried to think of where Eugene might keep the box. She�d never really had a reason to invade his office before, but she did know that the man kept his personal items in the bottom of his desk.
�Angela,� Kyle called.
Angela ignored the concern in Kyle�s voice and went to check the desk. Most of the drawers opened with ease except the larger bottom one.
�Angela,� Kyle said again more sharply.
�I think it�s in here,� she said hoping she was right. �But it�s locked.� She looked up just in time to see Kyle and Daniel exchange a worried look.
�Watch the door,� Daniel said, starting towards the desk.
Kyle nodded and stood just inside the doorway looking out.
Angela let out a nervous breath and moved back to give Daniel access to the drawer.
�Are you sure it�s in here?� he asked as he knelt down in front of the locked drawer.
�No,� Angela admitted. �But this is where he keeps his personal stuff.�
Daniel gave her a pointed look before pulling out a small knife and working on the drawer lock. After a few moments, he managed to pop the lock and slide the drawer open.
Angela curled up her fingers and looked down into the drawer. It took everything she had to not push Daniel out of the way and riffle through the drawer herself.
�It�s not here,� Daniel said as he pulled packs of papers out of the drawer looking for the box.
Tears burned in Angela�s eyes. The box had to be here. She looked around trying to figure out where else Eugene might have hidden it.
�My lord,� Daniel called from the floor.
Angela glanced at Daniel as Kyle came over, but she had another idea where the box might have been. Leaving the boys to their conversation, she went to the closet and pulled it open. �Ah!� she cried as she spied the wooden box tucked in the back corner. �Here it is.� Picking up the box, she backed out of the closet and brought it over to the desk.
[image: ]
A whole range of emotions rushed through Kyle as Angela carried the box over and set it on the table. He ran his fingers over the inlaid wood. He could feel power radiating from the box, but there didn�t seem to be a way to open it. He wanted to rip it open and reclaim his dragon, but the items Daniel had found in Eugene�s desk made him pause. How had Eugene gotten his hands on a complete list of dragons?
Kyle tapped his nails on the box and watched Daniel flip through the folders.
�Here,� Angela said, sliding the box out from under his hand.
�Wait,� Kyle said, reaching out to stop her from opening it, but her fingers were already in motion on the complicated locking system. He curled his fingers back and watched as the lid of the box popped open. She lifted it away carefully.
Kyle took a deep breath as he stared down into the box. The jagged crystal shimmered with a light of its own. The delicate spikes looked fragile like they had been grown from hoarfrost and would melt if something touched them. The desire to touch the crystal was too much to bear, and he reached out to take it.
�No!�
Kyle whipped around just in time for Eugene to slam into him. He grabbed the man, but Eugene�s momentum knocked them both back. Kyle grunted as his hip hit the desk, but he held on to Eugene as the aide reached for the box. Fear gave Kyle the strength to hold him back. He didn�t know much about dragon hearts, but something deep inside told him it would be bad to let Eugene touch the crystal.
Shoving the man back, Kyle was able to keep Eugene from making contact with the heart, but he came at Kyle again.
�It�s mine!� Eugene screamed as he tackled Kyle again.
Anger boiled up in Kyle and he shoved Eugene away again. �No,� he yelled back. �It�s mine.� Throwing himself forwards, he landed on Eugene and swung his fist into the smaller man�s face.
Taking the hit, Eugene rolled, forcing them both back into the desk again.
The sounds of something crashing to the ground and a scream broke into Kyle�s rage, but he didn�t have time to see what had happened. Eugene kicked and squirmed so hard that it took all of Kyle�s attention to hold him. A second pair of hands grabbed Eugene as Daniel joined the fight.
After a few more minutes of struggling, Daniel was finally able to get Eugene off Kyle and into a joint lock. �Go,� he ordered.
Kyle drew in a ragged breath and stared at Daniel for a moment. There was an urgency to Daniel�s voice that worried him. He checked to make sure Daniel had Eugene pinned before rolling away from the pair to see what had happened.
Glancing around the room, Kyle looked for the cause of Daniel�s distress. They had managed to knock stuff around, but nothing seemed to be broken. Pulling himself up from the floor, he looked at the desktop. His heart dropped. The box had fallen off in the struggle. He rushed over to find Angela lying on the floor behind the desk with the box, the dragon heart shattered around her.
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Cold terror raced up Kyle�s spine as he stared at the tiny shards scattered across the floor. Dragon hearts were supposed to be hard like diamonds. With proper force, they could be divided, but they weren�t supposed to shatter like spun glass. Another shiver of dread hit as Angela started to move. �Stop,� Kyle cried. He stepped forward with his hand out, hoping to catch her before she could cut herself on any of the razor-sharp shards. Noah had been very specific in his instructions. One small nick was all it would take to release the dragon locked away in the crystal.
�What?� Angela asked. She sounded dazed after her fall.
Kyle grimaced as she moved her hands to her sides and pushed into a sitting position, spilling more shards across the carpet. He closed his eyes when she hissed and pulled her hand up from the floor. He didn�t need to see the pinpricks of blood to know she�d cut herself on one of the sharp edges. He could feel the power swirling around her.
Angela tensed and gasped.
Letting out a resigned breath, he stepped forward and knelt in the pile of broken pieces. The sharp edges of the crystals cut through his pants leg, but he ignored the bite as he reached for Angela. �Relax,� he said as he pulled her into his arms. �Fighting it will only make it worse.�
She clutched the front of Kyle�s shirt.
Kyle held her as the energy of his dragon swirled around them. Some of the power settled back into its proper place, but the majority of it rushed over his skin and slammed into Angela. �Relax,� he whispered again. Scales brushed his fingers through the soft material of her shirt and he gripped her tightly. He�d seen enough distressed dragons to know that he had to get Angela to let go or things were going to get really bad. �Just breathe,� he cooed. �Everything will be okay.�
Pulling in a ragged breath, Angela nodded her head and laid it down on Kyle�s shoulder.
Taking her weight, Kyle drew her closer. Emotion rolled through him as he soothed her. Being so close to reclaiming his dragon and losing it frustrated him, but he pushed those feelings down and concentrated on helping Angela cope.
Over his years as king, he�d learned how delicate dragons could be. As creatures of instinct and emotion, it didn�t take much to upset a dragon. It was even worse when the two halves of a person�s soul weren�t connected. In the last year, Kyle had seen several examples of what could happen when a dragon and human were thrust together. While most had adjusted to their new life nicely, Noah and Byrd were still struggling to find balance. Kyle suspected their instability was due to Raven�s traumatic death. Unwilling to risk the same result with Angela, he kept his emotions in check and waited for the power surrounding them to settle into place. Once she was stable, they would talk to Byrd to see what could be done.
�What the hell is going on?�
Kyle cringed as Minister Lewis�s voice boomed through the room. He tried to hush Angela as she tensed up, but the feel of scales raked across his fingers again. The loud noise had scared the dragon and nothing could stop it from ripping its way out of Angela�s skin. �Just relax and let go,� Kyle coaxed, ignoring the commotion behind him.
Angela cried out in pain as the dragon twisted her form.
As her bulk increased, Kyle�s pulse picked up. Shit. The dragon was going for full scale but there was no way a full-sized dragon would fit in the small office. Scooping her from the floor, Kyle ran for the window and threw his shoulder into it. The fragile panes shattered out of his way and he dumped Angela out the open window.
Her screams morphed into a roar as the dragon took over. It rolled across the grass in a tangle of wings before coming to a stop. Righting itself, it shook its gigantic golden head and looked around.
Kyle gripped the edge of the window and looked out in awe. He hadn�t been sure what form Angela�s dragon would take, but he hadn�t expected it to be gold. Intense emotions rolled through him, and he clenched his teeth against screaming them out.
A single bright eye focused on him. He could see the confusion and fear roll through it, and he let out the word pushing through him. �Mine.�
The cat-like pupil of the eye widened as the bond clicked into place. The dragon tensed and stared at him.
Kyle opened his mouth and breathed as the dragon�s emotions washed over him. It knew who he was, but did not understand what was going on. Needing to sooth the turmoil in the dragon, Kyle leaned through the window to touch the creature�s head but was jerked back. He yelled out in surprise as he was whipped around.
The words Minister Lewis snapped were lost in a roar as the dragon kicked into the air outside.
The dragon�s fear slammed into Kyle making him double over. He clutched at the minister�s arm for support and tried to separate his feeling from that of the dragon�s. Something had gone terribly wrong with the heart and Kyle could feel everything the dragon was experiencing.
�Your majesty?� the minister said, breaking into Kyle�s concentration.
Kyle focused on the stout man trying to keep the dragon from overwhelming him.
�I thought you were dead.�
The minister�s surprise drew a pained grin from Kyle. �A report that was greatly exaggerated,� he said as he finally got a hold of his senses. �No thanks to your aide.�
The minister stared at Kyle with confusion before looking over to where Daniel had finally secured Eugene with several large zip ties. �What do you mean?�
Kyle shook his head and straightened. �I don�t have time to explain right now,� he said as he pulled out of the minister�s grip and moved back to the window. �I have to go save your daughter.� The look of shock that crossed the minister�s face would have made Kyle laugh if things weren�t so dire. �Ask Daniel,� he said as he climbed up on the windowsill. �He�ll explain.� Not waiting for the minster�s answer, Kyle jumped down to the grass. �Byrd, I need you,� he hollered into the small walkie-talkie Daniel had given him.
It only took a few seconds for Byrd to land on the grass by Kyle�s side. �My lord?�
The fact that Kyle could understand the large black dragon made his heart leap, but the joy was short-lived as he grabbed the dragon�s shoulder and climbed to his back. �After her,� he ordered not bothering to explain.
Understanding flashed in Byrd�s eye and he kicked into the air.
Kyle scrambled to catch his seat before falling off.
�What happened?� the dragon�s voice rumbled through his body, but it took the mic hooked over Byrd�s head and the small radio for Kyle to hear him over the wind.
�Angela cut herself on the crystal,� Kyle answered. �We need to catch her before she hurts someone without realizing it.�
Byrd let out a thunderous roar.
Two roars answered from either side and Kyle looked over to see Patrick�s red and Alex�s blue. �Who�s staying to help Daniel?� Kyle called into his handset.
�Terra, Kara, and Kathryn,� Byrd rumbled.
Kyle let out a sigh of relief. He hadn�t realized the ladies had followed, but it did make sense. He let his worries for Daniel�s safety go and concentrated on his connection with Angela. He could feel the dragon�s fright pushing it away from danger. Closing his eyes he focused on those feelings. Flashes of images passed through Kyle�s brain letting him track the creature as it flew. �That way,� he said, pressing on Byrd�s side so the large dragon would take up the new course.
Byrd cried out again and turned in the new direction. The two other dragons picked up the call and followed his lead.
Holding tight, Kyle focused on his dragon. He was too far away to influence the creature�s emotions, but he could tell it was distressed. Kyle chewed on his lip as they got closer. Images of a lake passed before his eyes, and he gripped Byrd�s spines. �Hold,� Kyle cried out. The gold dragon was slowing down, and he didn�t want to startle it.
Byrd let out another call and flapped hard, bringing himself to a stop in the air. The other dragons swung in nearby and held their positions in the sky.
�It�s landing near the lake,� Kyle called in the radio. The radio in his hand squawked to life and he nearly dropped it.
�Don�t startle her,� Kara�s voice blasted out. �She may attack if she feels threatened.�
Irritation creased Kyle�s brow, but he worked to remain in control. Closing his eyes, he felt the dragon to get some idea of what they needed to do. �She�s near the water�s edge on the north side of the lake,� he explained. �Patrick, take right. Alex, take left. We�ll land behind her.�
�Don�t scare her,� Kara called again.
Kyle shoved the radio into his pocket and patted Byrd on the side. �Close enough to see her, but not close enough to threaten,� he warned.
Byrd roared his understanding and started off again.
Looking back, Kyle watched at Patrick tipped his wing and fell into formation on Byrd�s right. Alex fell into place on Byrd�s left. Kyle let out a sigh of relief and focused on guiding Byrd to where he believed the dragon had landed. His heart leaped when the sun caught on a flash of gold in a field. �There,� he pointed it out to Byrd.
Byrd rumbled and turned, heading directly towards the gold dragon.
Kyle could feel the gold dragon�s distress as it stared down into the waters of the lake. It looked up overhead and roared out a challenge.
The three dragons split up and landed in the fields around Angela but none of them answered the cry.
As soon as Byrd�s feet were on the ground, Kyle jumped from his back and stumbled in the tall grass. He grunted as he caught himself. After a few uncertain steps, he regained his footing and stopped. Raising his eyes, he looked over the grass at the large golden dragon. The sight took his breath away. Mine.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, Kyle was aware of the other three dragons around him but the world dropped away leaving him and the gold dragon facing off. �Angela,� he called as he moved towards her.
The dragon turned to face him and crouched low in the grass.
Anxiety rolled over their connection, and Kyle did his best to not let it cripple him. He drew in several sharp breaths and continued towards the tense dragon in slow, even steps. �I�m not going to hurt you,� he said as he eased his way close. �You know that.�
A line of smoke trickled from the dragon�s nose as it hunkered down.
�Shh,� Kyle said as he inched forwards. �You know me,� he whispered. �You can feel me.� He opened himself up to the dragon.
The gold dragon shook its head and took a step back.
Kyle made another soothing noise and reached his hand out towards the creature. �We are one,� he said. �You and I.�
The dragon shivered before pushing its head forwards and allowing Kyle to touch it.
Pleasure rolled through Kyle as his hand caressed the nose of the dragon. Things weren�t right, but now that both of his halves were together, things were getting better. �You�re mine,� he said softly and leaned his head and arms over on the dragon�s nose. He could feel the creature relax under his touch, but he couldn�t feel Angela�s presence.
After a few minutes of cuddling the dragon�s nose, Kyle raised his head and met the dragon�s eyes. �I want to fix us,� he said, �but I need to know if the girl is all right.�
A shiver ran through the dragon, and it tensed again. �Mine,� it rumbled.
Kyle licked his lips as he considered the dragon. Feelings of possession and need made it hard for him to breath. The pair stared at each other for a long time coming to an understanding. The bond between the girl and the dragon was already settled and the creature wasn�t willing to give her up. �We can�t stay like this,� Kyle pressed. He could feel the dragon considering the problem. It knew that something was wrong, but didn�t know how to fix it. �Byrd can help,� Kyle added.
The dragon�s eyes flashed. It looked up at the black dragon before coming back to Kyle. �Heal us?�
Kyle nodded. �He can heal us, but you have to back down and let the girl out.�
The dragon growled.
The answer to their predicament made Kyle sigh. He didn�t want to give the dragon what it wanted, but he couldn�t see a way around it. �We don�t even know her,� he grumbled.
Another growl rumbled out of the dragon.
�Fine,� he agreed, dooming them both to an uncertain future. �She is yours as long as she agrees.�
The dragon jerked his head away from Kyle and roared, �Mine.�
Kyle shook his head trying to stop the ringing in his ears. �As long as she agrees,� he said again. Walking forwards, he placed his hand on the dragon�s chest. �We are hers if she wants us.�
Shifting from one foot to the other, the dragon let out an unhappy whine.
Kyle ran his hand over the warm scales. �I know,� he said soothingly. �We can try, but forcing things will only hurt her.�
The dragon drew in a few short breaths, shifting its weight and stamping down the grass. After a moment of indecision, it blew out a puff of smoke. �Agreed,� it rumbled as it settled down.
�Then back down and let the girl out,� Kyle instructed. Through their bond, he helped the dragon to regain human form. Magic rippled over the dragon�s scales and Kyle rushed forwards to catch Angela before she could fall, naked, into the grass. �I�ve got you,� he said as he took her weight and held her against him.
Twisting around, he sat down in the grass and cradled Angela in his lap. Her eyes fluttered opened, and Kyle smiled down at her. �Hello,� he said as he pushed a loose lock of hair out of her face.
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Cold air teased Angela�s skin as she stared up into Kyle�s golden eyes. They swirled with power, and she could feel that power echo inside her. A shiver raced up her spine and she tensed in his lap.
�Relax,� Kyle said as he petted her hair.
The sound of his voice echoed in her head, frightening her. A deep rumbling started in her chest that scared her even more. Tears burned at the corner of her eyes as a full-blown panic attack worked its way through her. She drew in several inadequate breaths. Darkness nibbled at the edge of her vision, and she grabbed at Kyle�s shirt to keep herself from being lost again.
�Relax,� Kyle said again. His arms tightened around her. �You�re safe and I won�t let anything hurt you.�
A wave of trust and comfort washed over Angela, pushing back her panic, but the trust, in itself, terrified her. She clutched at the material of Kyle�s shirt so hard her fingers ached. She didn�t know where these strange feelings were coming from. �Kyle?� she whimpered.
�I�m here,� he said soothingly. �And you are okay.�
Angela licked her lips and tried to focus on his words. They resonated with her in strange ways. �What happened?� she asked trying to get a handle on where they were. She hadn�t moved much to see what was around her, but the wind on her skin and the blue sky behind Kyle told her they were no longer in her father�s home.
�There was an accident with the dragon heart,� he explained.
Angela shivered. She remembered Kyle�s struggle with Eugene and the desk being knocked back. She�d reached for the box to keep it from tipping but only managed to pull it down on top of her as she fell. She didn�t remember what happened after that. �Oh God,� she whimpered, dreading what he would say next.
�It shattered and you cut yourself on one of the shards.�
True terror rushed through her, making her gasp. She�d been there when Noah had explained dragon hearts. He had warned them about the razor sharp edges of the crystal. She huffed in several more breaths trying to keep from passing out.
Kyle�s arms tightened around her. �Stay with me, Angela,� he ordered.
Angela nodded her head, closed her eyes, and hung on as best she could.
�I don�t know exactly what happened when you released the dragon�s energy,� he explained, �but it�s bonded with both of us.�
Shock popped Angela�s eyes open. �What?� she asked in disbelief. Was that even possible? A positive response rumbled through her brain, and she shook her head trying to clear it.
�I didn�t think it was, but it happened, none the less.�
�How?� she gasped trying to wrap her brain around this. Now that she knew some of what happened, she could feel the dragon�s presence brushing against the back of her mind.
�I�m not exactly sure,� Kyle explained. �Dragon hearts were once used to share a dragon�s power, but they were supposed to divide the dragon between mates. The heart Eugene created was somehow incomplete and split the dragon unnaturally. Together, we are whole, but I don�t know what will happen if we leave things as they are.�
Angela could feel Kyle�s emotions and knew he was trying to shield her from the truth. The dragon was broken and neither of them could survive as they were. �What do we do?� she asked.
�I think that�s a question for Byrd,� Kyle said as he looked up.
Turning her head, Angela followed Kyle�s gaze over to the large black dragon. Her hold on Kyle�s shirt had started to relax, but her fist tightened again as the air around the dragon shimmered with power. She stared at the large creature collapsed in on itself. Knowing dragons could shift forms and seeing it happen in real life were two very different things. Awe tingled through her as the creature�s scales disappeared and left a man crouched in its place. A blush rushed over her skin as Noah rose from the grass and came towards them, naked as the day he was born. Angela turned her face to Kyle�s chest and huddled in his arms.
�It�s all right,� Kyle whispered as he ran a hand down the bare skin of her back, making her painfully aware of her state of undress.
She shook her head, unable to deal with the situation. She released her hold on Kyle�s shirt and dropped her arm down to cover her chest. She felt Kyle tense for a moment before shifting his hand down to her hip. His arm brushed against the apex of her thigh and she opened her eyes to glance at his attempt to hide her from view. Using the hand covering her chest, she plucked at the material of his shirt and met his eyes again. Waves of understanding and gratitude rolled between them. They held the connection for a moment before the feelings got too intense for Angela. Pulling her gaze away, she turned to the man now standing in front of Kyle.
�Noah,� Kyle said in greeting.
�My lord,� Noah said, crouching in the grass.
Angela gasped as Kyle�s emotions raced through her. She stared at Noah and suddenly knew so much about the man. Respect colored by a hint of distaste poured through the connection she had with Kyle. Clearly, the use of his title bothered him. Angela wondered why as she tried to sort through the other emotions bubbling inside her. Sorrow, pity, regret, and a sense of failure swirled through her, but they didn�t take away from the trust she could feel in Kyle. She shifted her gaze from one man to the other, wondering what had happened between them.
Kyle looked down at her. Regret colored his eyes and he gave her a sad smile. �It�s a long story.�
Angela swallowed hard, glancing down at where her hand held Kyle�s shirt, and blushed.
�Interesting,� Noah said, pulling Angela�s gaze back to him. He studied them for a long moment. His eyes flipped from brown to black and back several times before settling to black. �This strange.�
Tightening her grip on Kyle�s shirt again, Angela stared at Noah. His posture hadn�t changed, but there was something about his presence that made her uneasy. Her new instincts told her that his dragon was in charge.
�Can you help us, Byrd?� Kyle asked.
Noah cocked his head at a sharp angle. �Can heal,�� he said. �Make one.�
Angela relaxed. Knowing Noah could help eased part of the panic making her blood race.
�Now?� Kyle asked.
Shaking his head, Noah crouched lower in the grass. �Not here,� he said. �Need stuff. Not safe.�
A shiver ran up Angela�s back and she glanced around, looking for danger. To one side was a small red dragon and to the other was a large blue one. She gasped in surprise, and Kyle glanced at the two dragons. His feelings overwhelmed her as he identified them. The red brought on feelings of love, loyalty, and companionship. Angela guessed that this was Kyle�s brother, Patrick. The blue brought up feelings of loyalty, respect, trust, and the memories of a human face: Alex. Angela breathed through the experience trying to gain a perspective. Did everyone provoke an emotional response? She met Kyle�s eyes again. She could see the answer floating there. Understanding made her eyes widen. It wasn�t so much an emotional response as it was instinctual. It was the way his dragon saw the world.
Our dragon.
Kyle�s response echoed through her brain making her draw in a deep breath. A tingle raced through her limbs as the meaning of his words sank in. She was now tied to a creature of instinct and magic. She clutched at his shirt as questions whizzed through her brain. What were they going to do now? What did this mean for their future? How would she survive as a dragon? Kyle�s arms tightened around her, pulling her out of her racing thoughts. She stared up at him dazed by the prospects.
�We will figure it out,� he promised.
Angela nodded.
�Come on,� he said, shifting her out of his lap.
Embarrassed by her state of undress, Angela blushed as Kyle helped her to stand up. She wrapped her arms around her chest and glanced at the two dragons.
�No one here will hurt you,� Kyle reassured her as he stood up. He worked the buttons on the front of his shirt loose as he spoke. �Nudity is a common occurrence among dragons, though most of us have the decency to not stare when it happens.� He pulled his shirt off and held it open for her.
Angela looked at both of the dragons to find that they had, indeed, turned their gaze away. Even Noah had found something interesting in the grass to stare at. Turning around, she slipped her arms into the sleeves of Kyle�s shirt, glad for the warm fabric.
Kyle settled the cloth over her shoulders, turned her around, and buttoned the material closed. �I�m sorry you got caught up in this,� he whispered.
Angela stared at Kyle�s bare chest and tried to think of something to say. A thin scar on his left pec reminded her that he was as much a victim in this as she was. Reaching out, she touched the healed wound. �It�s not your fault.� She looked up into his eyes. They swirled with a power that echoed inside her. Desire hit her so hard that it made her gasp and grab Kyle for support. The need was so primal that it hurt.
Kyle wrapped his arms around her, pulled her against him, and shushed her.
Her nails dug into his skin as she held on. His closeness helped ease the ache, but it made the desire worse. She turned her head, laid her cheek against his chest, and tried to understand her sudden impulse to pounce on him. This wasn�t her. She�d never experienced an attraction so intensely before.
Holding her tightly, Kyle rested his cheek on the top of her head. �That�s the dragon,� he explained.
Nodding, Angela held on. She could feel the same desire racing through Kyle, making his body hard. After a few moments, the sensation eased, leaving her achy inside. Carefully, she pulled back, putting some space between them.
Kyle let her go.
The sudden need boiled up inside her again. Dropping her hand low over her gut, she hunched over and held it as her insides contracted painfully. Kyle�s soft touch on her back drove the pain away.
Stepping to her side, he wrapped his arm around her shoulder and helped her to straighten up again. �It may be best if we stay together.�
Angela shot him a pain-filled and irritated glare. �Ya think?�
Kyle chuckled.
Furious, she stood up and glared at him harder. �You find this funny?�
The edge of Kyle�s mouth turned up in a cockeyed smile. �Not in the slightest,� he said with mirth in his voice. �But sometimes laughing is the only way to deal with what life gives you.�
Angela glared at him for a moment longer before letting out a sigh. Later, when her insides weren�t cramping and on fire, she would probably find the humor in the whole ordeal. �Let�s just get this fixed.�
�Noah,� Kyle called.
Noah stood up from the ground where he had been digging at something. �Yes, my lord?�
Kyle�s emotions hit Angela again. She closed her eyes and held on to him.
�We need to head back to deal with Eugene and Angela�s father. Will you carry us?� Kyle asked.
�No.� The word bubbled out of Angela uncontrolled. �Fly.� She slapped her hand over her mouth unsure where those words had come from. The feeling of scales rubbed against the inside of her skin making her ache in new ways.
Kyle�s hands rubbed her arm. �Angela,� he said sharply. �Angela,� he said again but softer, �Hold it together for me.� His words took on a pleading note. �I need her in human form so we can reason with her father.�
�We fly.�
Angela couldn�t believe the words that had come out of her mouth. Her insides twisted and she doubled over as panic and power swelled inside her.
�You�re scaring her,� Kyle whispered. �She doesn�t understand.�
The swirl of power slowed, but it still pushed at the underside of her skin.
�We strong,� the alien part of Angela insisted. �We fly.�
Angela dropped to her knees, unable to hold on. She felt as if her body was coming apart.
Kyle knelt next to her, holding her against him. �Yes, we are strong,� he agreed, �but Angela needs time to adjust. She needs rest. Shift if you must, but go small so Noah can carry us.�
The churning inside Angela slowed as indecision filled her. The emotions echoed her own thoughts. The idea of riding on the back of a dragon wasn�t very appealing and she wasn�t sure if she wanted to try it. She wrapped her arms around her body and trembled.
�Angela, I need you to trust me,� Kyle begged. �Please. Let me take care of you.�
After a moment of the dragon pressing on her uncomfortably, she nodded her head and leaned into Kyle. The power quit pressing and started pulling her in on herself. She gasped at the change in sensation and tensed up, trying to keep herself together.
Kyle held her close. �Just let it happen.�
She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat, closed her eyes, and relaxed. What happened next wasn�t exactly comfortable, but it didn�t hurt the way fighting to keep herself whole had. The change happened swiftly, leaving her wrapped inside Kyle�s shirt, trembling.
�I�ve got you,� he cooed as he pulled the material away, freeing her.
Angela blinked as the light glared in her eyes. The colors were too bright. Closing her eyes, she turned her head to rest it on Kyle but he wasn�t where she expected him to be. She opened her eyes to find him looming over her. Surprised by his enormous size, she squeaked and tried to back away from him.
�Shh,� he said as his hand�s came down, pinning her in place. �You�re okay.�
Shaking, Angela curled her finger, digging her newly formed claws into the soft earth under her. She was too hot and too cold at the same time. Closing her eyes again, she breathed through the fear and nausea churning her stomach. The taste of smoke covered her tongue. She opened her eyes and saw a curl of smoke trickling out of her golden nostril.
The sight was too much to deal with. Being told she was now a dragon and turning into a dragon were two different things. Fear took over and she thrashed against the hands holding her down. She flapped her wings and struggled to get free as her instincts told her to run.
�Nope,� Kyle hissed as his grip on her tightened. His hands pinned her wings to her back as he lifted her up and flipped her over.
Wild with fear, Angela kicked at him, ripping small cuts in his skin as he raised her up and ran the side of his jaw along her chest. Her front claws hooked into the side of his neck, but she stilled as his skin pressed into the underside of her jaw.
�Mine,� he purred as he nuzzled her.
Angela relaxed as a sense of euphoria drove away the fear making her tense. Exhaustion pulled her as she lay limp in Kyle�s hands. A soft rumble started in her chest, but whatever Kyle was doing made everything all right for the moment. She gave into the feelings and relaxed to the edge of sleep.
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The tips of Angela�s claws dug into the side of Kyle�s neck as he moved. He reveled in the pleasure his touch brought her, but focused on the pain from the many scratches on his arms and chest. It was a poignant contrast that helped him remain in control.
Drawing in a deep breath, Kyle carefully unhooked Angela�s claws from his throat and lowered her away from his face. He stared down at the small dragon hanging limply in his hands. Mine. A zing of emotion whipped through him, making his breath catch. He�d never seen anything as beautiful as the creature in his hands. He wasn�t sure if those thoughts and feelings were his own or the narcissistic tendency of the dragon they currently shared. Letting out a sigh, he stopped himself from questioning the emotions further. It was usually best to accept the dragon�s feelings versus fighting them.
A soft rumble of agreement echoed through his mind, making him smile. Angela may be out for the count, but their dragon was still very much conscious of what was going on.
Rolling Angela over, Kyle cradled her in the crook of his arm and smoothed her wings back. He ran his hand over her back, enjoying the feel of her scales under his fingers. He�d often held dragons, but none ever pleased him as much as holding her.
Kyle petted her for a moment before pulling himself together. The dragon�s needs and desires pulled at him, but there were more important things to take care of right now. Steeling his will, he looked up to find Noah crouched in the grass near him. �Can you take us back to the manor?�
�Yes, my lord.�
Kyle�s jaw tightened, and he clenched his teeth as he nodded. He searched around on the ground for his shirt and tried to keep his temper under control. For centuries, he had worn his title with pride but now it mocked him, reminding him of what had been taken. Without the influence of his dragon, it had been easy to let Carissa announce his death and her intent to take the crown. Now, it felt more like a betrayal. His instincts screamed at him to denounce her declaration and reclaim his rightful place, but his analytical side still held on to his original plan. Eugene was the key to finally finding out what was actually going on. For any trap to work, Kyle�s survival had to remain a secret.
Pulling his shirt on, Kyle cradled Angela against his chest and headed over to where Noah had shifted to his grand form. Just a few more hours. Kyle prayed that was all it would take to get things sorted out. If luck was on their side, they could finally get the pieces they needed to crack their case wide open, but he had a nagging feeling that what they found would make matters a lot worse before things got better.
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Climbing down from Noah�s back, Kyle cradled Angela close to his chest. He ran his fingers down the ridge of her spine. Thankfully the flight hadn�t woken her. He�d spent the entire ride back thinking about how he was going to deal with her father and dreading how she would take it. Please don�t let him be involved.
If the minister was involved with the death of dragon citizens, Kyle was going to have to do something about it, no matter how Angela felt. His dragon cringed at the idea of upsetting his newly acquired mate. Kyle cupped his hand over the small dragon and squeezed her lightly. My mate.
He�d avoided the possibility of a mate for most of his life. His title and responsibilities made finding love very hard. How was this going to work? His dragon may have bonded with her, but he barely knew anything about her. That did not bode well for their future.
Kyle looked up at the minister�s mansion and tried to collect his thoughts. The events of the last few days had left his mind scattered. He had too many things to deal with at once. Taking a deep breath, he focused on the task at hand and pushed everything else back.
Standing up straight, he pulled the slouch out of his spine, held his head high, and squared his shoulders. No matter how bad they looked, a good leader always held himself with respect and dignity. Kyle could only imagine what others would see when they looked at him right now. Bloody and covered in grass stains. His nose twitched in disgust. A mess. Not how he wanted to face the problems awaiting him. Confidence can get you far. Standing tall, he marched into the house as if nothing interesting had happened. Retracing his steps, Kyle found his way back to Eugene�s office. He paused in the doorway to take in the scene.
Things hadn�t changed very much in the short time he�d been gone. Eugene was sprawled on the floor. His hands and feet were bound with thick black ties. Minister Lewis sat in a chair next to him, tied down with more straps. Terra stood over them as Daniel and Kara shuffled through the desk and shelves.
Kyle wrapped his knuckles on the door. �Sorry about that,� he said as he came in. �What did I miss?�
�Where is she?� the minister snapped before Kyle could get very far into the room. He jerked on his bonds.
Kyle stopped and met the minister�s gaze. He held it for a minute, taking the measure of the man. There was fury, but Kyle didn�t sense any guilt in the man. He rested his arm over Angela and scratched her head like one would a cat. �Your daughter is safe.�
The minister�s eyes flashed a warning. �If you�ve done anything to her,� he growled.
�I haven�t done anything to her,� Kyle snapped back. He turned away from the minister and made his way over to the desk. Carefully, he laid the small dragon down on the table top. He spent a moment tucking her wings in before turning around to face the minister again. �But I do have some questions for you.� Kyle rested his backside against the desk and crossed his arms over his chest.
Lewis stared at the small dragon with wide eyes for a moment before closing his mouth and glaring daggers at Kyle. �How dare you?� he screamed and yanked on his bonds again. �I will sue you for this!�
Rage straightened Kyle�s spine. �Me,� he snapped and dropped his arms to his sides. �I�m the one that�s been wronged here.� He pushed away from the desk and took a menacing step towards Lewis. The last strands of his self-control ripped through and he poured all of his anger out at the minister. �It was your aide that kidnapped me, locked me in your barn, stabbed me in the heart,� he grabbed his open shirt and pulled it back to show off the new scar on his chest, �stole my dragon, and left me to die. And now you want to prosecute me.� A hand landed on his arm pulling him back.
�Kyle!� Daniel snapped. �You�re out of line.�
Kyle let Daniel turn him around. The red at the edge of his vision faded as he met his friend�s eyes. Kyle glared at him for a long minute before shrugging off Daniel�s hold and going to stand by the desk again. Staring down at the sleeping dragon, he brushed his fingers over the small horns at the back of her head. �My apologies, minister,� he said as he touched the boned crest on the back of Angela�s head. Just touching her eased his anger. �This week has been very trying, and I fear I lack some self-control.� He glanced back to find Lewis staring at him in shock.
The man�s eyes dropped to the table where Kyle�s hand rested on Angela. �What happened to my daughter?� he asked in a worried voice.
Kyle let out a sigh, turned around, and held out his hand. �This is your daughter.�
Lewis stared at the dragon before meeting Kyle�s eye. �What?�
That one word and the shocked look in the minister�s eyes told Kyle everything he needed to know. The minister wasn�t involved. He knew nothing about dragon hearts and turning humans into dragons. Grabbing a pair of scissors from the desk, he went over and cut the man loose. �It�s a long story.�
Rubbing his wrists, Lewis stared at Kyle with wide eyes. He stood up and went to the desk.
The need to protect Angela raced up Kyle�s back, but he clenched his teeth and let the man reach for the small dragon.
�My Angel?� Lewis whispered. His hand hovered over her, not quite touching her scaly wings.
Unable to keep his place anymore, Kyle came over to stand next to the minister. �Yes.� He ran his hand down her tail and picked up the fringy end.
�What happened to her?� the minister asked as his fingers finally touched the back of her neck.
Kyle concentrated on the feel of the tuff in his hand to keep from brushing the minister�s hand away from his mate. �She was helping me reclaim my dragon,� he explained. �There was an accident, and she ended up bonded to it instead.�
The minister�s eyes widened in disbelief. �How is that possible?�
�Ancient magic,� Kyle explained. �Forgotten, but recently rediscovered. Originally, the spell was used to divide a dragon�s power between mates, but someone�s figured out how to use it to steal the power altogether. Unfortunately, the victims don�t survive the process.�
Lewis went still. �The missing dragons,� he whispered.
Kyle nodded.
�Why would anyone do that?�
Releasing Angela�s tail, Kyle let out a sigh. �I don�t know.� He turned around and looked down at Eugene. �But, I�m hoping your friend here can tell us.� Walking across the room, he knelt down next to the bound man. �Want to talk?�
Eugene glared at him. �Go to hell.�
Kyle chuckled weakly. �I�ve already been there this week.� Weariness pulled another sigh out. �Cooperating would make this a lot easier on all of us,� he coaxed. Kyle really didn�t want to do this the hard way.
Eugene scoffed and turned his face away from Kyle.
It had to be the hard way. Letting out another sigh, Kyle stood up. The morning had been too emotionally taxing to put up a fight right now. Later, after he�d had some rest, Kyle would grill everything he could out of Eugene. He left the man alone for now and turned to where Daniel and Kara were still shuffling through the room. �Find anything?�
�Not really.� Daniel slid one of the lower desk drawers back into place. �There�s a lot of information here, but I�m not sure how much of this is official business and how much of it is personal. If the minister is willing, I�d like to bring Alex in here to go through this.� His eyes flashed towards Minister Lewis before coming back to Kyle.
Kyle raised an eyebrow at the minister.
Lewis gave them both a worried look. �Some of this stuff is classified.�
A weak smile curled the corner of Kyle�s mouth. Nothing was ever easy. �Of course,� Kyle said. �Alex is one of Eternity�s top agents. He is both thorough and discreet. I assure you, your classified information will remain so.�
The look on the minister�s face was still unsure.
�But if you prefer, we can push this through more official channels,� Kyle offered.
The minister�s eyes narrowed. �How so?�
Kyle considered his options and picked the most distasteful of all. �We could take it to the Panel of Ministers if you would like. I�m sure they would be more than happy to launch a full investigation. Of course, that would involve an audit of your affairs over the last�� he paused and looked over to Daniel. �How long have dragons been coming up missing?�
�First official report was just over a year ago, but I have a feeling that this ties into the discovery of that new designer drug,� Daniel said thoughtfully. �So about three years.�
Kyle looked back at the minister and cocked an eyebrow at him. �Three years is an awful lot of time. The investigation could take months. And, of course, there would have to be a public committee set up to oversee it.� He gave Lewis a sharp smile. �To make sure everything is done properly.� He tried to keep the delight out of his eyes as horror filled Lewis�s face.
�Let�s not do that,� Lewis agreed.
�Then you�ll help us?� Kyle asked, relieved. Taking the problem to the ministers would force Minister Lewis to help, but it would take time and things would be made very public. They would lose any advantage they had at the moment.
Lewis let out a hard breath and turned back to Angela, sprawled on the desk. He stroked her golden scales as he spoke. �You have my full cooperation.�
�Excellent.� Kyle turned his attention to Daniel.
�On it,� Daniel said before Kyle could make his request.
Relieved, Kyle let out a sigh and watched his friend head out. He had more important things to deal with than the investigation. Focusing his thoughts, Kyle went over to stand next to Lewis again. �Thank you,� he muttered. His hand joined Lewis�s in stroking Angela�s scales.
The minister nodded but remained thoughtful. �Now what?�
Kyle took a moment considering his next course of action. �Damage control.�
Lewis turned his head to look at Kyle again. �My daughter?�
�Yeah.�
�Can you fix her?�
The minister�s words irritated Kyle. There was nothing wrong with Angela. He looked down at the small dragon, sleeping on the desk and let go of his irritation. In a way, she was broken. They both were. �We will try,� he admitted. �But the dragon�s energy has bonded with her. It�s unlikely that we�ll be able to break that bond completely.�
�So, she�ll be a dragon.� Grim acceptance rang through Lewis�s voice.
�Yes.� Kyle twisted to face the minister. �But, I assure you, she will have all the help she needs adjusting to the changes in her life.�
The minister�s face went tight and he nodded. �Please, do what you can.� He patted Angela one more time and stepped back.
�Of course,� Kyle said as he gathered up the small dragon. A feeling of completeness slipped down Kyle�s spine relaxing him. He hadn�t even noticed the tension building up. Closing his eyes, he held Angela close and swallowed down his emotions so they didn�t show on his face. Once he was back under control, he turned to face Angela�s father. �I have the leading expert on dragon hearts at my disposal. I assure you, we will do everything we can for your daughter.�
�Thank you.�
Kyle nodded once more and made his way out of the room. The afternoon pressed on him, and he was ready to get back to Patrick�s house so Noah could get to work. He wanted Angela and his dragon sorted out as soon as possible.
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Kyle held Angela close as he climbed down from Byrd�s back. Glancing around the clearing outside Patrick�s house, he waited for Noah to shift back. �So how do we do this?� Kyle asked as soon as the mage was human again. He was anxious to have his dragon back, even if it meant splitting it with Angela.
Noah raised an eyebrow at Kyle. �I know you�re eager to get this over with, but it�s going to be a while before we can begin.� He came over and reached for Angela.
Having her in his arms felt too right and Kyle was reluctant to hand her over.
�I need to see how much damage was done,� Noah explained.
Forcing himself to let her go, Kyle held her out for Noah.
Noah lifted her gently, cradled her in his arms, and headed towards the house.
An uneasy feeling tightened Kyle�s stomach as Noah moved away from him. �Wait!� he cried out after the mage had taken a few steps. The cramps in his stomach hurt so bad they made him double over.
Stopping, Noah twisted towards him.
Kyle staggered the few steps and latched on to Noah�s arm. Now that he was close to Angela again, the pain subsided.
Noah pressed his lips together. �That�s what I was afraid of.�
�What?� Kyle asked, rubbing the lingering ache.
�The link between the two of you is strong.�
Kyle scoffed. �I could have told you that.�
Noah chuckled. �The bond between you two is strong,� he said again. �Much stronger than any mating bond I�ve ever seen.�
Worry made Kyle�s heart skip. �Meaning?�
�That you, Angela, and your dragon are currently linked as one entity,� Noah explained. �What one of you experiences, the other will feel.�
�What?� Kyle asked confused.
�Tell me, you felt pain in your stomach, yes?�
Kyle�s brow furrowed. �Yes.�
�What part of you caused the pain?�
Rubbing his hand over his stomach, Kyle tried to pinpoint what had hurt, but he couldn�t put an exact name to it. It felt as if his gut had cramped, but it wasn�t related to his stomach or intestines. �I�m not sure,� he admitted. �It just hurt.�
�I don�t think that was your pain,� Noah admitted.
Fear made Kyle clutch Noah�s arm. He had an idea of what Noah meant, but he needed more information. �Explain.�
�When I moved away, I felt Angela tense up,� Noah explained. �But I didn�t have much of a chance to investigate it before you cried out. The tension released when you came close. I think she was having a physical response to being away from you.�
That makes sense. Kyle rubbed his stomach. �She had that same response near the lake.� He moved to take her from Noah�s arms.
Noah let Kyle have her. �Then, maybe it�s best if you two stay close.�
�Level with me,� Kyle said as he settled Angela back in his arms. He gave Noah a worried look. �What�s going to happen when we split my dragon?�
�Honestly,� Noah said. �I don�t know. Byrd is sure he can draw out the dragon�s energy and split it properly, but he can�t tell me what to expect after that. The unpredictability of dragon hearts is why they aren�t used anymore. If all goes well, you�ll both be independent dragons. If things go bad, well, we might want to wait until everyone gets back before we try it.�
Kyle swallowed, knowing what could happen if things went wrong. �And what if I just wanted to take my dragon back? How would that affect Angela?� The dragon in him roared its displeasure, but Kyle kept his jaw clenched against letting the noise out.
�I�m not sure,� Noah admitted again. �This isn�t really my strength, but the bond your dragon has formed is unlike anything I�ve seen. Even Byrd is concerned over it.
�I don�t think it would be a wise idea just to take the power from her. She may survive without it, but I don�t think it would be good for her, and it would definitely leave the two of you bonded strangely. She may continue to react badly to separation. At the very least, her life will be tied to yours.�
�I see,� Kyle said as he stroked Angela�s back in thought. He could think of no way around it. They were going to have to split his dragon unless he could talk the dragon into relinquishing its bond with her. The growl that echoed up from his chest answered that question before he could ask it. Mine.
�This has been a long morning for all of us,� Noah said. �Why don�t you take her inside and rest for a while.� He turned away from the house and started down the path to the cabins. �I need to take care of a few things before we get started.� He threw a glance over his shoulder. �Besides, I need you both human before Byrd can draw the dragon out.�
Kyle let out a sigh and watched Noah hurry down the path. He patted his hand over Angela�s back and headed up the steps into Patrick�s house. He wanted to get things done, but Noah was right. It had already been a long day and he could really use some rest before facing what would be either the end of their lives or the start of new ones.
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The soft sound of a fan was the first thing Angela recognized. Pulling the blanket closer, she snuggled into the bedding trying to hold on to sleep. This was the most comfortable she�d been in days and she wasn�t ready to face the world yet. Slowly she became aware of the other presence in her mind. She could feel the dragon in her head processing things in its alien way. Curious, Angela reached for it. As soon as she touched it, its knowledge and emotions flowed through her, mixing with her own.
In an instant, Angela was aware of everything around her. She started to tense up at the unfamiliar surroundings, but a single word relaxed her.
Safe. The word rumbled from that alien energy inhabiting her.
Are we? she asked it.
The dragon rumbled in contentment as the warm body next to her moved. �We are.�
Opening her eyes, she met Kyle�s gaze. She wasn�t shocked that he was there, but she was surprised to find he was fully clothed, laying on top of the covers. �What happened?� Several images flashed through her brain, but they were too quick for her to process.
Kyle rolled to his side to face her. �Do you want me to tell you, or show you?�
More memories assaulted her and she pushed them away. Having Kyle�s thoughts in her head was too weird to deal with when she wasn�t fully awake. �Tell me.� Angela could feel Kyle�s sympathy and amusement as he gave her a warm smile.
�Do you remember turning into a dragon?�
Images flashed through her brain. Closing her eyes, she curled her fingers into the blanket and tried to hang on to herself as the dragon tried to remind her of what happened. She wanted to scoff at Kyle and tell him off. How could she forget? She could still feel the way the scales had torn through her skin. Kyle�s hand rubbed her back through the blanket, pulling her back to the present.
Opening her eyes, she stared at Kyle, trying to keep herself together. �Yeah,� she said, annoyed. �I remember.�
The smile on Kyle�s face went a little cheeky.
Angela glared at him. �You find this funny?� she growled. She glared harder as he tried to wipe the smile from his face and failed.
�Not really,� he admitted, �but I only have two ways of dealing with things I can�t handle: humor or anger. And getting mad isn�t going to do either of us any good.�
She let her gaze slip from one of his golden eyes to the other as she considered him. For some reason, she�d been sure he was taking this situation better than she was, but she could see the worry and frustration in his eyes. �You can�t handle this?�
He let out a soft snort of laughter. �Not at all.� His voice trembled as he spoke. The hand at her back tightened into the blankets.
Closing her eyes again, she let out a long breath and tried not to feel guilty. �I�m sorry.�
�Hey,� Kyle said as he pulled her closer.
Angela opened her eyes again.
�Don�t be sorry,� he said. �It wasn�t your fault.�
She stared at him on the edge of tears. It is my fault. If she hadn�t been so gung-ho about opening that stupid box, then she would never have cut herself on the dragon heart.
�No,� Kyle growled and squeezed her. �It�s not your fault.�
Angela�s breath caught as she felt Kyle�s anger build. She met his eyes and let his feelings wash over her. He wasn�t mad at her. He was frustrated with the situation and furious with Eugene but there wasn�t a shred of blame aimed at her. His utter acceptance of their situation made her heart hurt. Pulling her gaze from his, she wiggled as close to him as the blankets would allow. �Thank you,� she said as tears gathered in her eyes. �I just can�t��
�Shh,� he soothed her. �It�s okay.� Holding her tightly, he rubbed his cheek into the hair at the top of her head.
�I�m sorry,� she said, clutching the blankets. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. She scrubbed her face into Kyle�s chest wiping them away. �I�m usually better than this.� Breaking down in tears was not really her thing.
�It�s all right,� he cooed. �You�re brooding. It makes everything harder.�
Angela brow furrowed and she pushed away to look at him again. �Brooding?�
�It�s what happens when a dragon�s hormones get out of control,� he explained. �Brooding can be triggered by high stress or a life-changing event like puberty.�
She pondered his words. �You think I�m brooding?� She wasn�t sure how she felt about that.
Kyle grinned at her. �I know you�re brooding, but that�s okay. I�m brooding too.�
Angela pursed her lips, not sure how to respond to that. She could feel the dragon agree with Kyle. But it made sense. Out of control hormones would account for her unstable mood. She wiggled in Kyle�s arms, uncomfortable with the changes in her body. �How long will this last?�
�For you? A couple of days,� Kyle explained. �Female dragons don�t usually brood once they reach maturity. After Noah sets us right, things should level out again.�
�What about you?�
He shrugged. �It�s not my first brooding,� he admitted. �I�ll be fine after a while.�
Narrowing her eyes, she stared at him. She could feel the truth in his words but it didn�t sit well with her. He was leaving something out. �What aren�t you telling me?� she pushed. He had to know that she could feel him through their connection.
That cheeky grin lit his eyes again. �Nothing important,� he admitted. �Male dragons are prone to brood under the right circumstances, and I have a feeling this is going to last for a while.�
Angela turned his words over in her brain trying to grasp what she was missing. �Right circumstances? Like what?�
Kyle shrugged. �Drastic changes, puberty, finding a mate. You know. The things that shake you up and make you take a long look at life.�
Makes sense. Having one�s dragon ripped out and given to another was definitely a drastic change. Chewing on her bottom lip, Angela steered the conversation back to her unanswered question. �So what happened after the dragon bit?�
Kyle chuckled again. �Well, after the dragon bit,� he teased, �we went back to your father�s house.�
Angela tensed up as she imagined her father�s reaction to everything. �Oh my God, I bet he freaked.�
�Not as much as I thought,� Kyle admitted.
She gave him a confused look.
�He got quiet.�
Angela went still. �That�s not good.� Her father was a very level man but prone to yell when mad. There wasn�t a lot that would leave him speechless.
�I think he was a little overwhelmed,� Kyle reassured her. �He�ll be fine once things settle down.� He paused before continuing. �We all will.�
Angela let out a sigh and relaxed. There was nothing she could do about her father at the moment. �Now what?� she asked, turning her mind to their current trouble.
�Well,� he said, starting to untangle himself from the bed. �Now that we�re all rested and human again, Noah should be able to draw the dragon�s energy out and properly divide it.�
�Wait!� Angela cried and grabbed Kyle before he could get up. She needed more of an answer than that.
Kyle relaxed back into position and waited.
Clearing her throat, Angela thought about the questions she wanted answered and the best way to ask them. �What do you mean divide it? I thought you wanted your dragon back.�
�I do,� he explained. �But you�re already bound to it. Taking that energy away won�t be healthy for you or the dragon.�
�But it�s your dragon.�
Kyle blew out a heavy breath. �True. But it�s not that easy. I may want my dragon back, but I also have to think about what the dragon wants.�
Angela stared at him in confusion. �What the dragon wants? Isn�t it part of you?�
�Yes and no,� Kyle said. �Most people born with a dragon live their entire lives without realizing their dragon is separate. They are two individual entities. I�ve seen what can happen when a dragon comes into conflict with the human half of one�s soul. It�s not pretty or pleasant for that person.
�But, I�ve always known my dragon was separate. We work well together and have very few conflicts in our life, but I also know that when it pushes for something it wants, there�s not much I can do to change its mind.
�I�ve had a long chat with my dragon and have come to understand that this is one time it won�t back down. The bond it formed with you is solid, and the dragon doesn�t want to let that go. But, it also knows that we can�t go on like this. There are a few things we could try, but properly splitting the dragon seems the most rational.�
�But I don�t want to be a dragon,� Angela whined. The dragon roared in Angela�s head, making her close her eyes and tense up. She relaxed when Kyle stroked her back again. Opening her eyes she met his very serious gaze again.
�And that is your prerogative,� Kyle said solemnly. �I won�t force you to take part of the dragon, but I would like you to think about it before you decide. Noah can remove the dragon�s energy, but he cannot break the bond that�s been formed.�
Angela�s heart fluttered. �What does that mean?�
�Dragons are creatures of magic and power,� he explained. �They have the ability to survive for long periods of time. The stronger the dragon, the longer their lifespan. They also have the ability to share that lifespan with another.
�In olden days, heartstones were used to divide dragons between bonded pairs, but only a powerful dragon could withstand the split without losing its mind. It was a dangerous procedure that fell out of practice.
�Today, a dragon�s power can be given to another by sharing a scale. It�s not a pleasant experience, but it links the pair together allowing the dragon to extend both of their lives.� Kyle drew in a long breath and let it out.
Licking her lips, Angela waited for the other shoe to drop.
�My dragon has bonded with you more deeply than sharing a scale would have. No matter what you decide, your life is tied to mine.�
A cold chill raced up Angela�s spine. �So if anything should happen to you�� She let the sentence trail off.
Kyle nodded. �I fear you wouldn�t survive it. And, for that, I�m sorry.�
Everything in Angela went numb. She had seen Kyle on the edge of death this week and the thought of having her life tied to his terrified her. Especially if someone was out to kill him.
�But dividing the dragon would solve this.�
She focused on him again.
�Taking half of the dragon as your own would allow you to live your life as you wish without having to worry about being tied to my lifeforce.�
�Would we still be linked?� Would Kyle and the dragon always be in her head? Even now, she could feel them both, on the edge of her perception.
�We will always be two halves of a whole, but I hope splitting the dragon will solve some of our current issues.�
Angela could feel his concern. �But you don�t know.�
Kyle sighed, sat up, and swung his legs out of the bed. �I really don�t know anything about this,� he admitted. �I�d never even seen a dragon heartstone before Daniel brought me Byrd�s, and even then, his heartstone was only used to transfer a dragon, not split one.� He raised his hands and rubbed his face. Dropping his hands to his sides, he stared across the room. �Byrd is the one that taught Noah how to create the stone, so I can only assume he knows what he�s talking about.�
Feelings of worry and frustration rolled off Kyle, making Angela realize that he was as scared as she was. That alien part inside her pressed and she listened to it.
Will work. It promised. Be whole. Be one. Mine.
Those words both terrified and reassured her. She knew what she had to do. It would mean changing her whole world, but she knew it was the right thing. Holding the blanket over her chest, she sat up and leaned into Kyle�s back. �I�ll do it.� She felt the tension in his back melt. �I don�t know how I�m going to deal with it, but I�ll take the dragon.�
Kyle twisted at the waist and wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close. �And I will do whatever I can to help.� He squeezed her. �I�m sorry you were caught up in this.�
A snort of amusement made its way out of Angela unchecked. �I have this strange feeling I never really had a choice.�
Chuckling, Kyle turned her loose. �You could have left me to die,� he said as he stood up.
�As if,� she scoffed, pulling herself to the edge of the bed near him. �I might as well have stayed in school and fucked my roommate�s boyfriend.� She held the blanket around her body as she swung her legs over the edge of the bed.
�What?� Kyle asked as he turned around. Surprise lifted his eyebrows.
A blush raced over Angela�s skin. �Nothing,� she mumbled, looking down and away from him. When she peeked up, he was giving her a confused look but didn�t press her for an explanation. She was glad when he finally turned away. Closing her eyes, she took a few calming breaths. She needed to have herself as emotionally level as she could to deal with what was to come. The feel of scales brushed against her mind and for the first time, it was reassuring.
�Here.�
Angela opened her eyes to find Kyle holding out a long, maroon bathrobe.
�I�m not sure how this is going to go, but it�s best to have something you can strip out of quickly in case you start to shift.�
�Oh,� she said, staring at the terrycloth robe. She glanced up to find Kyle had the decency to look away. Dropping the blanket over her chest, she quickly stood and slipped her arms into the open robe. �Thank you.� She pulled the cloth closed and tied it into place. �So we�re doing this now?�
�Unless you have something else you want first,� Kyle said. �Are you hungry?�
Angela rubbed her hand over her stomach. It ached as if she had cramps, but she didn�t feel hungry. If anything, the whole afternoon had left her a little queasy. �No,� she admitted. �I think I�m good.�
Kyle gave her a sympathetic smile. �Then let�s get this over with.� He held out his hand.
Taking it, Angela let him pull her into motion. As soon as they were out of the bedroom, she moved to his side and wrapped her hand around his arm. A profound feeling washed over her and she closed her eyes to absorb it. In that moment, everything in the world was right. She ran her free hand over his arm, feeling the hard muscles underneath his shirt. Erotic images of them together flashed through her mind and made her core tighten again. She let out a shaky breath and tried to push those thoughts away. Where did that come from?
�From the dragon,� Kyle answered her unspoken question.
Her eyes popped open and she looked up to find him staring down the hall. The line of his jaw was tight from where he clenched his teeth. She pulled them both to a stop as she tried to deal with her desires.
�I�ve been having those same thoughts,� he admitted. When he finally turned to look at her, she found his eyes filled with desire. �The dragon knows there�s something wrong and is looking for a way to fix it.�
Angela gaped at him. �Would sex fix this?� She hadn�t entertained the idea of a physical relationship with Kyle, but as soon as she asked, she could feel her desire swell. Her body caught fire and she was suddenly aware of how warm Kyle felt at her side. Through their connection, she could feel him respond in a similar manner.
�It might,� he said in a voice that was tighter than normal. He cleared his throat before continuing. �But, I think it�s best to let Noah and Byrd sort us out. The dragon and I have already asked a lot of you, and I don�t want to push you into something you�re uncomfortable with.�
Surprised, she turned and pressed into him. �And what if I pushed?� She backed him into the wall.
Kyle grabbed her upper arms holding her away. The tip of his tongue slid along his lower lip nervously. �I wouldn�t say no,� he said in a breathy tone. His hold loosened, and he let his hands slide down her arms. �But I want it to be something you want and not something you�re driven to.� His hands wrapped around her back, pulling her closer.
Angela leaned against him, feeling the arousal in his body. She waffled in indecision. It would be so easy to reach up and take his lips. They would probably taste amazing and lead to some fantastic sex. The pull in her body was unlike anything she�d ever felt before and that worried her. Carefully, she pushed out of his arms. �Let�s talk to Noah.�
Nodding, Kyle let his hands slip from her. �Yes,� he agreed and set them back in motion.
Angela held on to his arm and let their conjoined feeling flow through her. A passion-filled encounter between the two of them would be mind-blowing in their current state, but she couldn�t help but wonder if their attraction was natural or caused by the hormonal changes. How did she really feel about the idea of sex with Kyle?
Stepping away from the emotions rolling through her, she considered him. He was a fine looking man. She knew he was a lot older than she was, but his golden hair and bright eyes gave him a youthful appearance that hid his age well. She concentrated on that for a moment. How old is he? She paused, expecting him to respond as he�d done before. When no answer came, she reached out and touched his mind to find it spinning over his own thoughts.
Her touch drew him out and he turned his attention to her. �Yes?�
Angela shook her head, embarrassed that she�d interrupted him. �I was just thinking,� she muttered before meeting his eyes. �How old are you?�
Kyle gave her a pained look before paying attention to where they were going. �That�s a hard question to answer.� Turning a corner, he led them down a set of steps.
Angela scoffed at him. �No, it�s not,� she sassed. �You take the current year and subtract the year you were born.� She eyes him wearily. �You do know what year you were born?�
�Of course,� he said, his voice thick with amusement. �I was hatched in the fifteenth year of our good lord Lawrence Winehurst.� His grin lit his eyes. �So how old does that make me?�
A twitch formed under Angela�s eye as she stared at him. �Who the heck is Lawrence Winehurst?�
Kyle chuckled. �He�s the noble that ruled the land where I was born.�
�You set a date by the reign of a monarch?� What a weird way to tell time.
�Back then, everything was based on the year the current monarch took the throne, but that was another era.� Kyle let out a long sigh. �I have a pretty good idea of the date, but the year is somewhat vague, even to those that came to my presentation.�
�Wait, there are people older than you?� she asked skeptically.
�There are still a few, but not many.�
�So how old are you?� she asked again.
�If I have to venture a guess, I�d say about twelve hundred, give or take a century or two.�
Angela�s mouth fell open and her feet stalled out again.
Kyle stopped and waited for her to process this.
�You�re one thousand, two hundred years old?� No way!
�Give or take,� Kyle confirmed. �I told you that dragons could live a long time.� He pulled on her arm.
Angela stood her ground and stared at him. �There�s no way you�re that old. You might be thirty.�
He grinned. �I assure you, I am.� He pulled on her arm again. This time Angela let him set her back into motion. �If you don�t believe me, you can ask Patrick. He�s a few hundred years younger than I am, but he will back me up.�
�Wow,� she said, trying to process this. �How do you stay so young?�
�The blood of virgins.�
The deadpan way he answered made Angela stop again. She stared at him unsure if he was serious or playing.
Kyle gave her a very straight face. �What do you think dragons do with virgins?� He tugged her back into motion. �We certainly don�t eat them.� His voice took on a teasing note. �At least not in a way they would object to.� He shot her a suggestive look. �So, are you a virgin?�
�Hey!� she snapped as soon as she realized he was teasing. She gripped the front of her robe, holding it closed. �Could you be serious about this?� How long had he been pulling her leg?
A soft chuckle rumbled up from Kyle�s chest. �All right,� he agreed. �But, I really am around twelve hundred years old, and as to how I stay so young, I can�t really explain it. I believe that it may have something to do with the dragon�s strength and will to live, but I�m not sure.� He stopped, opened the back door, and held it. �After you.� He bowed her out.
�Thank you,� she said, stepping through the door. She paused on the porch and tried to sum up what she�d learned. �So the more powerful the dragon, the longer they live.�
�If it were only that simple,� Kyle replied as he followed her out. �I�ve seen many powerful dragons die of old age and some weaker dragons live to achieve amazing things.�
Angela considered this for a moment before letting it go. There would be time to ponder that once things with the dragon were sorted out. �So,� she said, changing the subject. �Where is this shindig?� She recognized the forests behind Patrick�s home but didn�t see anyone around.
�Noah�s got everything set up in the lower field,� Kyle said as he started down the steps to the ground. �It�s a bit of a walk, but we�ll have a lot more room in case things get weird.�
Sharp pains from the weird cramps started again and Angela clutched her stomach as she hurried down the steps after Kyle. �Get weird?� she asked as she caught up to him. �Like how?� The ache in her gut subsided and she bowed her back to relieve some of the tension.
Kyle wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to his side. �I�m not sure,� he admitted. �I�ve never done this, so I don�t know what to expect, but whatever happens, we�ll face it together.�
Angela let out a sigh and leaned into his side. Just being close to him made her feel a little better about everything. Maybe this wasn�t going to be as bad as she feared.
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The cacophony of clashing metal echoed up the path leading to the practice grounds. Kyle reveled in the familiar sound. It had been a while since he�d heard the symphony of swordplay and speculating on whom was practicing gave him a measure of joy that he hadn�t expected. He smiled as Angela clung to his arm. Her concern filtered through their connection but it didn�t worry him. Her feelings were colored with a fair amount of curiosity. He patted her arm in reassurance and hurried them along.
As they came to the end of the path, the woods gave way to the large meadow that Patrick used to train Eternity�s Elites. Kyle drew in the smell of freshly cut grass and escorted Angela into the mowed field. The scene before them brought back memories of Kyle�s youth. A large red dragon sat on the far side of the clearing and watched as Patrick and Noah squared off.
Kyle smiled as his brother came at the mage with a volley of moves used to train unskilled swordsmen. Noah just barely got his sword and shield up enough to block the incoming attack.
�Good,� Patrick said as he brought his pass to an end. �But you want to make sure you hold your shield up.� He raised his targe into the proper place to show Noah what he meant. �If you drop it down, you leave yourself open for attack.� He swung his sword at Noah�s head to emphasize his point.
Noah yanked his small shield up and blocked the attack with the flat of his blade.
�Better,� Patrick said. He took a step back, held his weapons in position, and bounced on the balls of his feet. �Now come at me.� He waved the fingers holding his sword at Noah, encouraging him on.
Noah�s hand tightened on his sword, and he stepped into the same series of practice swings.
�Good,� Patrick called as he blocked the first move and stepped back. �But, put some power behind your swing.� He parried the second move and gave way again. �Make me feel it.�
Letting out a loud cry, Noah finished out the exercise with a bit more force.
�That�s what I like to see,� Patrick said as he blocked the last hit before stepping out of Noah�s reach. �Strength and technique are only part of what makes a good swordsman. The rest is intimidation.�
Kyle chuckled as he approached the pair with Angela in tow. �Don�t be too hard on him, my brother,� he said cheerfully. �His skills lay more in the realm of magic and less in brute force if I remember correctly.�
�This is true,� Noah agreed. He swung his sword around in a flashy move that needed more practice, but when he brought it back into attack position, the blade burst into flame. He held his shield up and grinned at Patrick. �You ready to go again?�
Patrick took a step back and held his targe higher. He stared at Noah with wide eyes. �Now that is intimidating.�
Noah laughed and relaxed. �It would be more impressive if the fire was real.� He waved the sword around, watching the flames dance. �This is just a simple illusion.� The flames on the sword winked out as he lowered it to his side.
�It�s still impressive,� Kyle admitted. He turned his attention to Angela. �What say you?� He could feel her awe.
�Not something that I�d want to face in a dark alley,� Angela admitted.
All three men let out amused laughs.
�But this isn�t why you�re here,� Noah said as he held the hilt of his sword towards Patrick.
Patrick swapped his weapons around and took Noah�s blade.
�So how do you feel?� Noah asked as he dropped his shield on the ground near his feet.
Kyle could feel Angela�s anxiety level rise as Noah focused on her. He placed his hand over hers. It will be all right.
Angela glanced at him before turning her attention back to Noah. �Okay, I guess.�
�Did Kyle explain what was going to happen?�
Drawing in a long breath, Angela bit her bottom lip and looked up at Kyle again.
Her uncertainty beat at his mind. �As best I could,� he admitted. �But, then again, I�m not really sure how this is going to work myself.�
Noah smiled. �It�s actually very simple,� he explained. He held his hand out for Angela. When she took it, he flipped her hand over. �Using a sharp knife, I�ll make a small cut on the palm of your hand.� He ran his nail across her palm. �Then Byrd and I will use that opening to draw out your dragon.�
A shiver of fear passed over their connection making Kyle release his hold on Angela�s arm and draw her into his side.
�Will it hurt?� she asked
�It shouldn�t,� Noah said as he rubbed the palm of her hand, �Byrd has done this many times, although, he�s never done it with a split dragon.� A worried look passed over Noah�s face and he glanced from Angela to Kyle and back. �We�re pretty sure that the only pain will come from the cut to your hand.�
A sharper wave of uncertainty caused Kyle to glance at Angela. He caught a quick flash of Angela�s eyes before she asked Noah her next question.
�And what about the bond with the dragon?�
If they hadn�t been linked, Kyle might have taken the question as an insult, but he could feel her worry. She trusted he told her the truth as he knew it, but she needed to have someone with more experience confirm what he�d already said.
Pity shown in Noah�s eyes as his face fell. �I�m sorry. There�s nothing I can do about that. Once a dragon has formed a bond, it can only be broken by death.�
The glance Noah threw at Kyle had enough of a question in it that Kyle considered that possibility. The analytical part of his brain rapid fired a whole series of pros and cons to killing Angela. A wave of horror washed over him, stopping his musing. He turned to look at Angela. She�d gone tense under his hand.
�Are you actually considering that?� she asked, clearly disturbed that he�d entertained the idea.
He had been caught. Letting out a soft snort of amusement, Kyle tried to keep an embarrassed smirk from spreading across his. �For a second there, I actually did,� he admitted. The look of horror on Angela�s face spread. �But only because Noah brought the idea up,� he said, trying to reassure her. �The thought hadn�t crossed my mind before that.�
Angela narrowed her eyes and gave him a skeptical look.
�But seriously,� he turned his attention back to Noah and gave the man a pointed look. �Murder isn�t an option. I couldn�t hurt her any more than I could hurt myself. You know that as well as I.�
Noah chuckled. �I do,� he admitted, �but she asked, and I had to know.�
�And you considered it,� Angela snapped. Pulling out of his hold, she stepped away from his side.
Kyle let her go. �This is true,� he admitted again. �But you can�t hold it against me. It was a passing thought that I would never have acted on.�
�You want to bet on that?� Angela growled as she moved around behind Noah. She dropped her hand down over her stomach and glared at Kyle around Noah�s shoulder.
The pain Angela was feeling echoed in Kyle, and he forced himself not to show it. He had to find a way to defuse the situation before things got worse. �Angela, I�m sorry.� An apology was always a good way to start. �Sometimes you can�t control the idiotic ideas that pass through your head,� he said, trying to reason with her. �But you can control what you do about them. I have never hurt an innocent person no matter how much I thought they might deserve it.� Memories of a white dragon chasing after his sister flashed in his mind. His dragon let out a low rumble of anger that echoed in Angela, surprising them both.
She covered her mouth at the unexpected sound. Her eye went wide. �What was that?�
Kyle could feel her rummaging around in his thoughts chasing the memory that caused the reaction. He let out a forlorn sigh and explained. �That was Michael Duncan. My brother-in-law.�
Patrick chuckled as he stacked his weaponry on the ground. �I take it you�re still a little miffed about the way Carissa claimed him?�
Kyle glared at his adopted brother as the man came over and wrapped his arm around Angela�s shoulders. �He kidnapped her!�
�That�s not what I hear,� Patrick said as he eased Angela out of her hiding spot. �I heard that she kidnapped him.�
�Semantics,� Kyle growled as he crossed his arms over his chest. His dragon swirled in him, still upset about the whole affair. �He convinced her to run off instead of coming to me for help.�
Patrick cocked an eyebrow at Kyle. �Would you have listened?�
The teasing tone of Patrick�s words made Kyle grind his teeth. He wanted to say yes, but he didn�t honestly know what he would have done if Carissa had brought Michael straight to him. The case they had against the man had been nearly airtight. Kyle probably wouldn�t have given him the time needed to find the evidence to clear his name. Admitting that stung Kyle�s pride.
The smug look on Patrick�s face told Kyle that he�d come to the same conclusion. Patrick tipped his head closer to Angela as if to whisper, but spoke loud enough that Kyle could hear. �He has a tendency to be a bit overprotective.�
The tease stressed Kyle�s already out of control temper making him growl. �One more dig like that and I�ll school you on the proper use of a sword.�
Joy flashed in Patrick�s eyes. �Any time, my brother,� he taunted.
�Gentlemen,� Kara roared. Everyone turned to look at the red dragon watching over them. She glared at them all. �As fun as that would be, that�s not why we are here. Can we get on with this? I need to get back and help with dinner.�
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Angela stared at the dragon in surprise. Not only could she understand the creature�s rumbling growls, but she could also tell the intimidating beast was the same kind woman she�d met when she�d first arrived. The fact that she recognized Kara�s altered form boggled Angela�s mind. The sound of a deep sigh pulled her attention back from the dragon and she turned to look at Kyle again.
A strange mix of emotions filled her and she took a moment to sort them out. Most of them came from Kyle. He was irritated with Noah for explaining how the bond could be broken, mad at himself for considering it, furious with his brother for teasing him and generally frustrated with the whole situations. The fact that he was so mixed up eased many of Angela�s fears. She didn�t like having him in her head, but it gave her a new insight that led to an understanding.
Stepping out of Patrick�s hold, she walked over and placed her hand on Kyle�s chest. She could feel the anger drain from him as their eyes met. Oddly, the pain cramping her middle lessened too. She put that thought aside and studied Kyle. He looked genuinely worried. She stared into his swirling golden eyes for a long moment searching out her feelings among the mix of Kyle�s and the dragon�s.
Surprisingly, they were fairly neutral to everything. She wasn�t really upset with Kyle for his blunder. She�d been horrified that he would consider such an act, but he was right. She couldn�t really hold his personal thoughts against him. Letting out a deep breath, she stepped closer to him and let him wrap his hand up around her back.
�Forgive me?� he whispered.
Angela smiled. �Yes.� The sudden change in the dragon�s emotions made her gasp. She clutched at Kyle�s shirt to keep from falling over. She hadn�t realized how upset the creature had been until its mood lifted. Its elation was nearly euphoric. A sudden spike of worry cut through the ecstasy, bringing it down to something Angela could deal with.
�Are you all right?� Kyle asked as he tightened his hold.
�Yeah.� The word squeaked out. Angela curled her fingers into the fabric of Kyle�s dress shirt. The feelings racing through Angela ran the border between exquisite and unbearable. She had never experienced anything like it. A soft snicker from Noah drew her attention, and she turned her head to look at him out of the corner of her eye.
�Takes a moment to figure out.�
Angela twisted in Kyle�s hold so she was facing the mage. �What?�
�Having a dragon,� Noah explained. �It�s not the easiest thing to get used to.� He gave her a knowing smile before continuing. �They go from one extreme to the other and back so fast it�s overwhelming. And when you think you finally have a grip on it, they throw you a curveball that leaves your head spinning. It�s frustrating. And these guys have no idea what that�s like,� he waved at both Patrick and Kyle, �because they�ve been dealing with their dragons since birth.�
Noah�s words hit home and she leaned back against Kyle. Bits she�d picked up from conversations fell into place and filled in the truth she�d missed. She knew Byrd was Noah�s dragon and they were experts on dragon heartstones, but it wasn�t until that moment that she realized the mage wasn�t a split dragon, he was a human learning to deal with a dragon he�d acquired. �You�re�� She let her words die off, unsure how to voice her epiphany.
Noah nodded. �Byrd and I have our issues, but I wouldn�t give him up for the world.�
Angela turned that over in her mind. A hint of fear made her shiver. �Will I end up like you?� She wasn�t sure if she could deal with having a split personality.
�I doubt it,� Kyle said.
�There�s always the chance,� Noah added, �but not likely.�
Angela glanced between the two men.
�Byrd and Noah came together under traumatic conditions,� Kara explained.
Angela looked up as the red dragon came closer and continued.
�While it is true there are many that aren�t fully connected with their dragon, it�s very rare to find a complete split like Byrd and Noah. The others that gained dragons haven�t had as much trouble as Noah. I�m told it�s weird at first, but with their mate�s help, they�ve all adjusted to their new lives very well.�
Angela�s eyes went wide. �But I don�t have a mate.� A hiss from her dragon and a feeling of possessiveness hit her as Kyle�s arms tightened around her.
Kara raised her head and, although she didn�t have the right facial muscles, Angela could swear the dragon was smiling as she spoke again. �I�m sure Kyle won�t leave you high and dry.�
�Of course not,� Kyle replied.
The echo of a word raced through Angela�s mind, but she couldn�t tell if it came from Kyle or their shared dragon. She turned to peek at Kyle through the corner of her eye. �Mine?� she repeated in question.
An amused smile curled the corner of Kyle�s mouth. �I told you the dragon isn�t going to give you up.� He dropped the smile and turned his attention to Noah. �So how about getting us fixed?�
�Of course,� Noah answered. �Let me get my things.�
Angela stared at Kyle. His face had gone serious, but there was a twinkle in his eye that made her think she�d missed something. She tried poking at his psyche to see what he was thinking, but his mind was exceptionally still. Kyle looked down to meet her gaze, but his thoughts and feelings were still blank. She wrinkled her brow trying to figure him out. �How do you do that?� She�d never been able to completely shut her brain up. There was always a comment or thought floating around in there.
Kyle smiled again. �Years of practice, but it does take some concentration.�
Angela let out a long sigh and relaxed back into his hold. She had a nagging feeling that she�d missed something in their conversation. Exactly what that was eluded her, and she didn�t know how to ask.
�Here we go,� Noah said, coming back with a bag and a blanket. Holding the edge of the blanket, he flipped it out and let it settle on the ground between them.
Angela raised an eyebrow as he sat on the far edge of the blanket and started pulling things from his bag. Apprehension pressed at her as Noah pulled out a wide range of bottles and bowls from his bag.
�Is all of that necessary?� Kyle asked. His surprise echoed through Angela.
�Nope,� Noah said as he kept pulling things from his bag. �But this is.� He held up a sheathed dagger. Placing it down next to him, he started gathering the array of magical paraphernalia back into his bag leaving out a velvet bag, a few strips of white cloth, and a small silver tray. �You can use any sharp blade, but Byrd assures me that pure silver works the best. The rest of this stuff is just in case.�
Angela narrowed her eyes. �In case of what?�
�Anything really,� Noah explained. �Surprised enemy attack, grass fires, medical emergency,� he looked up at her and grinned. �I even have something in case of zombie attacks.�
Kyle chuckled. �Necromancers?�
�Yup,� Noah said as he finished putting his things away.
�Wait,� Angela said confused. �That�s a thing?� She pulled from Kyle�s hold so she could face him.
�It�s very rare, but it�s been known to happen.�
�It happens more often than you think,� Noah corrected.
Angele turned around to face him again.
�Anytime a mage toys with life force can be considered necromancy,� he explained. �I used it the other night to save Kyle�s life, and we�re about to use it again to pull out your dragon.�
�But that�s not raising the dead,� she said shocked.
Noah smiled. �Only a small part of necromancy involves raising the dead. The rest is about manipulating life force and talking to people that have passed. The �raising the dead� thing is seldom done due to the high cost and terrible results. Only a truly insane person would try.�
�But there have been a few,� Kyle added.
�Six,� Noah confirmed. �Then again, they were insane and didn�t live long afterward. But we aren�t here to talk about horror stories. How about we get this over with?� He patted the blanket in front of him.
�Yes,� Kyle agreed. He took Angela�s hand and led her onto the blanket. �How would you like us?�
�Sit next to each other and face me,� Noah said.
Angela released Kyle�s hand so she could take her place on the blanket. She felt foolish tucking her bathrobe in around her legs, but that didn�t last long as Kyle knelt next to her, folding his legs under him. Nervous energy made her fidget. She toyed with the edge of her robe trying to be still. Warmth from Kyle�s hand pressed into her back and she turned to look at him.
�Everything will be fine,� he reassured her.
Letting out a long breath, Angela nodded her head, folded her hands in her lap, and gave Noah her attention.
�Ready?� he asked.
Angela wasn�t sure if she was really ready for this but she gave her head a sharp nod. �Yes.�
�Yes,� Kyle echoed.
�Good,� Noah held out his hand towards Kyle. �May I please have your hand.�
Kyle held out his free hand.
Angela shivered as Noah pulled the silver knife out of its sheath. The thin blade looked wickedly sharp. Noah carefully drew the edge across the palm of Kyle�s hand. The skin parted with a bare touch. He positioned Kyle�s hand so the blood pooling wouldn�t drip on the blanket before turning his attention to Angela. �And yours.�
She held out the hand between her and Kyle.
�I need the other one,� Noah said as he reached for her outside hand.
Giving it to him, she watched as he sliced her skin open. The sharp edge slipped through her skin with the slightest pinch of pain, but nothing like she expected.
Noah pressed the flat of the blade against the cut on Angela�s hand and brought it up to meet Kyle�s. �I need you to hold on to this tight.� He pressed Kyle�s hand to the other side of the blade.
Kyle laced his fingers together with Angela�s around the blade as he wrapped his arm around her and drew her closer.
It was a weird position to be in, but Angela leaned against him and stared at the hilt sticking out of their joined hands.
Noah moved the small tray to catch the blood dripping from the blade, pressed his hands on either side of their hands, and started to chant in a rough voice.
The sounds grated against Angela�s ears, making her want to back away, but she couldn�t move out of Kyle�s hold. Warmth raced up her arm. She forced herself to stay calm as the heat spread. Slowly, the soft sound of humming filtered through her brain. The tune was simple yet calming. Something a parent might sing to a fussy child. She concentrated on that sound and let it soothe her as the heat slowly drained from her body.
After a second, the humming in her mind took on a physical presence. She glanced at Kyle, realizing it was him. His eyes focused on the hilt of the dagger in their hands as he hummed the quiet tune. Angela turned her attention to the dagger and gasped. It shimmered with power. The light intensified as Noah drew the power from her body. Slowly, a small crystal formed on the pommel of the knife. It was similar to the crystal Eugene had made, but instead of being spindling and delicate, the spikes that grew out were solid and sharp. It was dazzling. She stared at it in wonder as it drew up the glow from the blade.
Beautiful.
The word floated through Angela�s mind echoing her feelings. She glanced at Kyle and was hit by his emotions. It was so overwhelming it made her sway. Worry slammed into her as Kyle�s arm tightened around her. His words passed through her head before he spoke them.
�Are you all right?�
She nodded her head but knew she couldn�t lie to him, even to reassure him. Kyle�s conscious was pressed against her so hard that she could feel his heartbeat in her mind. �Yeah,� she said for Noah�s benefit, but let Kyle feel her issue.
He gasped and clutched her tighter. She felt his mind spin, connecting things together. The dragon wasn�t bound to her. It was bound to him, but somehow the act of her taking the dragon had forced a connection between them, and the dragon had acted like a buffer. Now that it was gone, there was nothing separating them. She felt the moment he realized this. The look of shock that passed over his face made her smile. He opened his mouth to apologize to her again, but there was no need for him to speak. She already knew and reassured him that it wasn�t his fault. Their whole exchange took less than a second, but they had shared more in that second than they could have after months of time spent together.
Angela lowered her eyelids and tried to hold on to herself as Kyle turned his attention to Noah and the heartstone.
�Noah,� Kyle said, bringing the mage�s attention up from his work. �There�s a problem.�
Noah raised an eyebrow in question.
Kyle tipped his head towards Angela. �We�re connected.�
Letting out a sigh, Noah carefully lifted the heartstone away from the pommel of the knife. �I was afraid of that.� He set the crystal on the tray under their hands. Grabbing the handle of the blade, he eased their hands apart to take the knife. �She helped save you when we took the blade out of your heart. Taking your dragon probably forced that connection back open.�
The shock and surprise that hit Kyle overwhelmed Angela, and she tried not to be absorbed in his whirlwind of thoughts. She hadn�t put that much thought into the act and didn�t consider it a big deal, but she could feel he did. She didn�t really want to have a conversation about what had happened, but their minds rubbed together and it was over in a fraction of a second.
�Thank you,� Kyle said.
The fact that he felt the need to say it out loud made Angela smile.
�You�re welcome.�
Noah let out a soft chuckle and took Angela�s injured hand and wrapped a length of the white cloth around it. �If you want, I can take a few minutes to close the connection before splitting the dragon.�
Angela�s head spun as Kyle considered the offer. It gave her more insight into his personality. Kyle was a sharp man that considered all of his options before making a decision, but the speed he weighed those options boggled her mind. Reaching out, she touched his arm. His mind snapped to a stop as his attention turned to her. �Can you lessen the connection without breaking it?� She ignored the question Kyle pressed against her mind.
Noah made a thoughtful noise as he finished wrapping her hand and turned to tend Kyle�s wound. �Probably,� he admitted, �but that�s a waste of time.�
A note of curiosity passed between Angela and Kyle as they waited for Noah to finish wrapping Kyle�s hand and explain.
Tucking the cloth into place, Noah let Kyle�s hand go and continued. �It would take more time and effort to partially close the link than it would to temporarily seal it. Besides, your dragons will have the link reopened as soon as we put them back.�
�Temporarily seal it?� Kyle asked before Angela could.
�Yes,� Noah went on. �Breaking a bond is nearly impossible. The act of tearing the connection damages the bonded pair, but a link can be closed in such a way that it doesn�t affect day to day life.�
�But it�s never fully gone?� Angela clarified, trying to wrap her head around the magic stuff.
�Correct,� Noah replied. �Under normal circumstances, you would never have noticed a sealed link, but the seal only works if you don�t play with it.�
Understanding coursed through Kyle, bringing Angela along for the ride. �It�s like a paper door. It works as long as you don�t poke at it.�
�And the dragon poked it,� Angela said, finally understanding.
�Yes,� Noah continued, �If I had to guess, the dragon opened the connection and was acting as a buffer when it realized there was a problem.�
�But you can close the connection down?� Kyle asked. There was a note of concern in his feelings that worried Angela.
�Temporarily,� Noah added. �Once we split the dragon and put the pair back, they will open the connection back up.�
Anger furrowed Angela�s brow. She wasn�t sure if the irritation she felt was hers or Kyle�s. �Then why even offer to close it?� she asked for both of them.
�Because I know how unnerving being in someone else�s head can be,� Noah explained. �Closing the link will make things easier for a while. The dragons may open the pathway again, but they understand how hard being psychically linked is. They will work together to keep the connection from interfering in your lives.�
Angela and Kyle looked at each other. Their thoughts crossed and they spoke at the same time. �Just deal with the dragon.�
�Okay,� Noah muttered and turned his attention to the jewel between them.
Biting her lip, Angela tried to keep her mind still as she watched Noah work. Having Noah disconnect them would�ve made them more comfortable, but she could feel how anxious Kyle was to have his dragon back. She wasn�t sure if she really wanted that thing back inside her. A nudge at her mind drew her attention away from Noah.
Everything will be okay.
Kyle�s thought radiated through her, making her sigh. She relaxed her shoulders and turned back to Noah. There was no reason to say anything, Kyle could feel all of her worries and fears. Instead, she focused on Noah and watched as he took a small velvet bag and shook the contents out on the tray. A handful of drop-shaped crystals scattered across the metal tray. They looked like beads but caught the light in ways glass couldn�t. �What�s that?� she asked as Noah spread them out with his finger.
�Dragon tears,� he answered without looking up.
Something passed through Kyle that Angela didn�t understand. She glanced at him trying to place the strange feeling. The closest thing she could think of was reverence, as if those small crystals were the most precious things in the world. She didn�t understand why he would hold these gems in such high regards. She looked back at the pile Noah was sorting through to see if she could figure it out. They looked like any number of cut jewels widely available. The answer came to her from Kyle�s memories making her gasp. �Dragons cry diamond tears,� she said in awe.
�They do,� Noah said as he picked a particularly fat gem out of the pile and swept the rest to the edge of the tray.
Angela bit her lip. She wanted to ask him how he�d gotten so many of these rare jewels. The solemn tone of Noah�s voice stopped her. She had the feeling it would be too personal of a question.
As Noah reached for the dragon heart, Angela studied Kyle�s expression. She could feel his anxiety rise, but his expression was intent yet level, like nothing important was going on. She would never have known he was disturbed from his posture. She shifted around, unable to keep still from the nervous energy dancing between them.
Turning her attention back to Noah, she watched as he slipped the sharp tip of the tear between two long spikes of the heart. He placed the tip of the silver knife on the bottom of the tear before looking up to meet her eyes. The question she saw there was unspoken, but he waited for her to make her final decision.
Kyle went still beside her, his breath frozen in his lungs as he waited for her to make a choice.
Angela turned the decision over once more in her mind, knowing Kyle was tracking her thoughts. She weighed her options very carefully. This choice would change her life, no matter what she chose. She glanced at Kyle, surprised that his thoughts were so still. There was no push or pull to make her chose a path. She raised an eyebrow at him.
The tiniest hint of a smile curled the corners of his lips. �The choice is yours,� he said, amusement lifting his voice.
Angela chuckled as she turned back to Noah. It was nice that they both stopped to offer her the illusion of control, but there really wasn�t a decision to be made. They had been over their options, and this was the only way things could go. �Do it.�
Noah nodded his understanding and pressed the knife down against the tear.
The sound of crystal cracking split the air and a bright light burst out of the dragon heart. Power rushed over Angela�s skin, making her gasp. She felt the same reaction through Kyle. Fear shivered through their connection.
Angela gripped his arm to both steady herself and give him a measure of comfort. She didn�t know if what had happened was normal, but it was profound.
�Noah?� Kyle asked. His alarm sounded in his voice.
�It�s all right,� Noah reassured them both. �It�s supposed to do that.� Carefully he caught the broken heart in his hand and slip the pieces into two halves.
Unlike the heart Eugene had made, this one held together and Noah laid half in front of each of them.
Angela looked down at the sharp crystal in front of her and rubbed her tongue against the roof of her mouth trying to ease the sudden dryness. She didn�t need anyone to tell her what to do next. A hint of fear colored her heart as she stared at the wicked thing.
You don�t have to do this if you don�t want to. Kyle�s words rang through her mind. Her heart slipped knowing that, even now, he cared about her feelings. She smiled and place her wounded hand over the shard. One drop of blood was all it would take. Leaning into it, she embraced the sharp bite of the gem as she sealed her fate.
Power rushed up her arm, churning her insides. This was different than the power that had taken her over in Eugene�s study. That power had been raw and felt lost. This felt like something coming home.
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Following Angela�s lead, Kyle pressed his hand down on his half of the crystal. The power made him smile. It rushed into him, filling up all those spaces that he hadn�t realized had been empty. The feeling was different than before. Like a visit from an old friend you hadn�t seen in a while. There were subtle changes, but they were still the same person.
I�ve missed you, my friend. He whispered to his dragon.
Joy rolled through him from his dragon and he let the creature take control. Scales burst through his skin as his dragon took its grand form. A roar tore from his throat as he shook away shreds of the clothing he�d been wearing. An answering roar echoed, cutting through his delight. Thoughts of the people around him pushed through and he quickly searched for Noah. Thankfully the mage had managed to scramble out from underfoot. Kyle turned to look for Angela. She had been beside him before he�d shifted.
The worry in his heart eased when he saw the dragon that had taken her place. Bits of her robe fluttered around her. Kyle reached for her with his mind, but what he found wasn�t human, it was new and wild, yet familiar.
Angela�s dragon looked at him. There was heat in her eyes that drove Kyle�s dragon wild. When she roared and kicked into the air, Kyle relaxed his mind and let his dragon have complete control. His mate had offered a challenge, and he would answer it.
The wind rushed over his scales as he kicked into the air behind her. The chase was on and he would catch her, bring her down, and seal their bond as the dragons of old had. Nothing would stand in his way. And once their dragons were bonded, Kyle would do whatever it took to convince Angela�s human side that being his mate wasn�t a bad thing.
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The cool stone of Dunham Castle�s tallest tower felt amazing against Angela�s heated scales. Laying on the crumbling tower, she stared off into the distance, enjoying Kyle�s comforting warmth and watched as the sun crept towards the horizon through lidded eyes. She needed time to bring everything into perspective.
The last few hours seemed more dream-like than reality. A whole section of Angela�s memory felt out of place. She had no problem recalling shifting to dragon, their haggard flight, Kyle bringing them down, or how they had sealed their bonds, but the memories were too surreal to be hers.
She turned it over in her mind, trying to come to grips with the fact she�d had sex with the dragon next to her. Their matting hadn�t been gentle, but every fiber of her being told her it was right. The only part that balked was her mind. Her rational mind hadn�t been in control when they sealed their bond and her brain kept throwing up accusations. She barely knew Kyle and now she was bound to him for life. What if he turned out to be a total asshole? Could she leave him? Did she even have that option? She let out a forlorn sigh as her brain chased circles around her current predicament.
�Talk to me, my heart, what troubles you?�
Kyle�s deep voice rumbled along Angela�s side making her sigh again. She felt his mind brush against hers, but it did not connect the way it had before Noah split their dragon. That was one good thing that happened in their bonding: their dragons formed a barrier that kept their minds apart. She knew the dragon would let Kyle in if she wanted, but Angela was afraid that she wouldn�t be able to push him out once the barrier was down. �It�s nothing,� she lied, hoping he wouldn�t press the matter. She didn�t know how to begin expressing her thoughts or feelings.
�It�s not �nothing�,� Kyle replied.
Angela felt him move and knew he had turned to look at her.
�Although I cannot reach your thoughts, I can feel your distress,� he said.
Angela felt the line of his jaw press into the crest at the back of her head. The pressure rolled her head so he came into her view. If she had been human, the action would have made her smile. She let out another deep breath.
�Talk to me,� he pleaded, �I�m here for you.� He met her gaze and held it.
The concern she found there touched Angela, but she still didn�t know where to start. She closed her eyes, trying to gather the courage to ask the questions racing through her mind. A heavy weight rubbed over the top of her head. She opened her eyes to find Kyle rubbing the bottom of his jaw against the base of her horns. She didn�t know why the action was so soothing. While it did drain most of the tension from her unsettled heart, she still couldn�t put her concerns to words. What if Kyle found her worries stupid?
�Let me see if I can guess what troubles you,� he said, pulling back to meet her gaze again. �You�re concerned about our future.�
Angela�s breath caught as he hit the nail on the head.
Kyle continued. �You�re worried, that since we don�t know anything about each other, this whole mating thing isn�t going to work. That you�ll be stuck in a loveless relationship with a man you can�t stand.�
Angela lifted her head and turned to look at him properly. �I have a choice in this?�
Kyle snickered. �Of course you do.� His scales shimmered as they receded and left him crouched on the stone in his human form. He raised his head and met her gaze again. �Why don�t you shift so we can talk about this without our dragons interfering?�
Cocking her head she turned his request over in her head. Shifting would leave her naked in his company, but she felt he was right in his request. Her dragon overwhelmed her senses and she knew it was influencing her feelings about Kyle. �All right.� She closed her eyes and concentrated on being human. The dragon pulled back and let her shrink into her other form. Opening her eyes, she stared down at the gray stone. The fact that something so huge fit inside her skin amazed her. She stared at her hands for a moment before looking up to find Kyle crouched in front of her.
�Are you better?� he asked, holding out his hand.
Angela shook her head and took his hand. �Not really.�
�Then let�s see what we can do about that.� Kyle pulled her to her feet and led the way over to the battlements along the top of the tower. Turning around, he dropped himself to the stone so his back was against the wall. He pulled Angela down to sit between his legs with her back resting against his chest. �Is this okay?�
Angela tensed at the sudden skin to skin contact. She hadn�t expected him to want to cuddle as they talked about their future. She could feel the fine hairs on his chest rub against her back and wanted to find another position to talk in. Her eyes raced around the top of the tower, but there weren�t any benches or chairs to sit on. She would have to sit on the stone, and the air was starting to cool down. She turned her head to look at Kyle out of the corner of her eyes. �Couldn�t we have just stayed as dragons for this?�
Kyle let out a sigh. �Yes, but dragons are creatures of emotion. They tend to react first and analyze things later. And, since we are discussing things both of our dragons feel strongly about, it�s best that they�re not in control while we talk.�
�I see.� She relaxed back against Kyle. �I guess this will do.� She moved around until she was comfortable against him and tried not to think about the feel of his flesh against hers.
Kyle snickered softly before picking up where they had left off. �So tell me what�s on your mind.�
The feeling of Kyle�s mind brushing against hers made Angela smile. She let the grin go and jumped straight to the heart of her worries. �How is this going to work?� She turned her head to peek at him out of the corner of her eye again. �We don�t know anything about each other. Are we going to be stuck together forever? What if this doesn�t work out?� She turned so her neck wasn�t craned as a new and scarier thought popped into her mind. �What if you leave me?� Panic pushed her pulse faster and sped her breath up. �I don�t know if I can do this on my own.�
�Shhh,� Kyle soothed and ran his hands down her arms. �There�s no reason to panic,� he said. �I�ve got you, and we will work through this together.�
Angela twisted once again and gave him a sharp look. �How?�
Kyle let out an amused snort as emotion lit his eyes. �Any way you want.�
The hysteria trying to take over felt cold, leaving Angela confused. She furrowed her brow and tried to figure out what Kyle meant. �How so?�
�What you�ve failed to realize is, a female dragon has all the power in their relationship.�
More confusion pushed the lines in Angela�s forehead deeper. �What do you mean?� How did she have all the power in their relationship?
�Let me explain,� he said, moving her so she was leaning against his chest again. �Over the last few centuries, the way humans view relationships has changed. Once upon a time, marriage wasn�t based on who you loved but finding the right partner to ensure your genes were passed to the next generation. Men sought out women that could give them healthy children while women chose husbands that could protect and provide for them and their children.�
Angela turned her head and considered this. �What about the stories of old perverts going after the most beautiful woman around?�
�I can�t argue with that,� Kyle confirmed, �because it did happen. It still happens today, but it isn�t as one-sided as the stories tell.�
That struck a chord with Angela. There had been several recent news reports of powerful men cheating with younger women. Angela held her comments and waited for Kyle to finish.
�While men were drawn to the vitality of youth and beauty, women were drawn to the security of wealth and power. It takes time and effort to secure wealth and power, so it was only natural that the most powerful men were more mature when they started looking for a lady to have a family with.�
That made sense to Angela, but it didn�t get her any closer to the answers she wanted. �That�s nice to know, but what does that have to do with a female dragon having the power in a relationship?�
�It all boils down to the instinct to procreate,� he explained. �While human society now values feeling over security, dragons are still driven by their instinctual needs. Females look for the strongest mate to provide for them, while males look for the vitality that will provide them healthy offspring. The only difference, females continue to look for the strongest mate for the rest of their lives while males are hardwired to protect their chosen mate and offspring until death.�
�Wow,� Angela said as she rolled this new information around in her head. Something in her memory didn�t jive with what Kyle was claiming. �But dragon couples don�t always work out.� The recent news had been filled with a celebrity dragon couple that was currently going through a messy divorce.
�This is true,� Kyle continued. �Just because we�re dragons doesn�t mean we aren�t also human. Not all relationships work out, and many young dragons chose not to bond with their significant others. It means they can walk away from a relationship without consequences.�
�There are consequences for breaking up a relationship?�
�If the pair is truly bonded, yes.�
Angela paused to wrap her head around things. �And we are bonded?�
�Yes,� Kyle answered. �Having come from a single heart, our dragons are strongly bound. We will always be tied together, but if you and your dragon decided they�ve had enough of me and mine, that bond can be closed, leaving you free to move on.�
She looked over her shoulder again. �What about you?�
Kyle met her eyes and held them for a long moment. There was a sadness there that worried Angela. �My human half would likely be okay, but my dragon would pine at the loss of its mate.�
�Pine?�
Kyle nodded. �Male dragons tend to languish when they lose their mates. It�s even worse when the mate chooses to leave.�
Angela swallowed to ease the dryness in her mouth. �Do they get better?�
�If they�re lucky, their human half has the willpower to pull them through, although they are never the same.�
�And if they are not?�
Kyle shrugged. �Then they waste away, leaving their human half a mere shell of what they once were until they cease to be.�
Angela turned sideways in his lap to face him better. Shock overrode her other thoughts and feelings. �Are you saying you could die if I left?�
Kyle nodded slowly. �It is possible. But it isn�t something you should worry about.�
�Isn�t something I should worry about!� Angela squeaked in a voice much higher than normal.
�It�s not your problem,� Kyle reassured her calmly.
Anger raced up Angela�s spine raising goosebumps along her arms. �What do you mean it�s not my problem?� she yelled. She used her hands to physically move her thoughts around in front of her as she ranted. �How can I even consider leaving if I know doing so could kill you? We worked so hard to save you. I don�t want you dead.�
Reaching out, Kyle caught her cheek in his hand and turned her face to meet his gaze. �Then I will have to work extra hard to make sure you have no reason to even consider it.�
She hung there in his hold considering his words. �But how?� she asked forlornly. �We know nothing about each other.� There was no way they could make this work.
Kyle smiled at her. �Now, that�s not true,� he said releasing her face. He took her hand and turned her to face him fully. �I understand you�re a student at Dunham University studying governmental law.�
�I was, but I doubt I�ll be able to finish that now. I�ve missed the finals.� Angela�s brow furrowed more. �But how did you know.�
�Patrick mentioned it,� he admitted. �And I wouldn�t worry about missing the finals. My brother owns most of the college. He�ll talk with the dean and have the professors re-administer the tests when things have settled down.�
�Wait,� Angela stopped him from going on. �You�re brother owns the college?�
�Well,� Kyle backpedaled. �Technically he owns the land the college sits on, but that gives him some sway with the administration board.�
Angela stared at him with an open mouth.
Amusement lit Kyle�s face. �Patrick is the original lord of Dunham castle and owns most of the city of Dunham.�
Unable to wrap her mind around that, the first thought that popped into her head slipped out her mouth. �How does he keep it all?�
�He runs several land and retail management companies that deal with the majority of the properties,� Kyle explained. �In the olden days, he�d get a tithing for giving the area his protection. Now he collects rent and taxes for the upkeep of the building and infrastructure, but that�s neither here nor there.
�What�s really important is you already know a lot about me. Your law classes should have had something about my professional history and you know what kind of person I am. The rest is just details. And I�m willing to give us both the time we need to figure those out.�
Angela took a deep breath and considered his words. Having been inside his head gave her a new perspective on the problem. She could easily envision them being happy together, but the fact that life had limited her options made her want to balk at even attempting. She chewed on her lip, trying to let herself move forward. She met Kyle�s eyes and could feel the wheels turning in his head. He�s trying to figure this out, too. A spark of hope bloomed in her heart. It was touching that he was working so hard to ease her fears. �All right,� she agreed, putting her apprehension aside. If he was willing to try, so would she. �But I�m going to need time before we�� she waved her hand back and forth between them. Dating Kyle was something she could consider at the moment, she was still not sure about jumping into bed with him.
Kyle smiled and took her hand. �Of course,� he said as he cradled it to his chest. �Our dragons may have bonded, but I�m not going to force you into something you�re not ready for.�
Angela raised an eyebrow and shot him an unconvinced look. Life had already forced her into more than she was ready for.
Kyle let out a chuckle. �Into anything else.�
�Thanks,� Angela said, she looked down at their joined hands. �Everything is just so�� She didn�t have the words to explain her feelings.
�Overwhelming?� Kyle supplied.
�Yeah,� she said softly. Overwhelmed was a great word for how she was feeling. �I just don�t know where to go from here.� She rubbed her thumb over Kyle�s knuckle studying it while she thought.
�Well,� Kyle said, drawing her attention away from her issues. �How about we start with dinner?�
Angela wrinkled her brow, trying to follow the turn the conversation had taken. �What?�
�It�s starting to get late,� Kyle explained. �Would you honor me with your presence for dinner?� He paused for a moment before tempting her more. �I�ll cook.�
Surprised by the offer, Angela stared at him for a moment before turning to look at the skyline. The sun had sunk below the horizon and the sky had started to darken to deep purple. Her stomach let out an echoing rumble making its choice obvious to both of them. Embarrassment flushed her cheeks. She dropped her hands over her stomach and turned back to stare at Kyle.
A cheeky grin turned the corner of his mouth.
�Yeah,� she agreed. �Umm� I think dinner might be a good idea.� She started to climb out of Kyle�s lap but stopped as she moved out of the sphere of their mingled warmth. The cool air of the night reminded her of why they were sitting together. She raised her arms up across her chest as embarrassment colored more of her exposed skin. �Maybe we should get clothing first.�
A cocky grin curled the side of Kyle�s mouth as he pushed her to her feet and stood next to her. �That�s probably a good idea.�
Angela held her arms over her chest as her eyes raced down over Kyle�s bare body. She closed her eyes before they could fall below his waist. The thought of him so close with nothing between them sent heat racing through her that had nothing to do with embarrassment. She cracked her eyes and peeked at him again. He showed no signs of shame at all. How can he be so comfortable naked? She let out a sigh as he moved closer and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, drawing her into the warmth of his side.
�Let�s see what we can find,� he said, moving them across the cold stone of the tower.
Opening her eyes fully, she glanced around the empty battlements. �Where are we going to find clothing around here?� No one would have left clothing in an old abandoned castle.
�There�s a small gift shop inside the front store room,� he explained. �It�s not much, but they should have shirts.� He stopped at a section of wood set in the floor.
Angela�s jaw dropped open and she stared at him. �You want to steal from the gift shop?� Did he think being the king of dragons gave him the right to take what he wanted?
�Of course not,� he said, kneeling next to the wooden hatch in the stone. �My brother owns this castle and uses the gift shop to help with the upkeep. I�m sure he won�t begrudge me a few shirts.� Jerking hard, Kyle pulled the door up. �Besides,� he said as he stared into the dark hole the hatch revealed, �I sent Patrick to claim this castle in the first place and I can�t remember when he last paid this tithing. He owes me.�
Angela looked down into the inky blackness filling the tower. �You guys still tithe?� she asked, surprised that such an archaic form of taxation was still in use.
Kyle chuckled softly. �Believe it or not, some of the older dragons do still pay their tithings, although I haven�t enforced that law since the ministries formed and started collecting taxes of their own.�
She stared at him, not sure how to process this information.
�My monarchy was outside of the new form of government and I didn�t feel it was right double taxing people just because they were dragons,� Kyle explained.
A warm smile curled the corners of Angela�s mouth. She�d spent enough time in his head to get a good idea of his character, but finding out her assumption was correct warmed her heart. �You truly are a good man.�
Kyle turned his face away from her as a hint of red colored his cheek. �Sometimes,� he said, dismissing her praise. He cleared his throat and turned the conversation back to the matter at hand, �So, are you ready to do this?�
Angela looked back into the hole. The thin light of the evening didn�t reach the floor beyond. �Are you sure it�s safe?� The idea of roaming around a decrepit castle wasn�t very appealing. �Maybe we should just shift and fly back.� She looked up to the purpling sky. The stars were starting to show through the dimming light.
�We could,� Kyle said as he turned to look out over the landscape. �But I�m tired and it would be much easier to call Patrick to come get us.� He turned back to the hole and held his hand out towards the darkness. Speaking a word of power, he sent fairy lights dancing out, pushing the darkness back. �Besides, gold dragons are very rare and we�ve created enough of a spectacle today. I don�t want to risk any more possible sightings being reported to my sister.� He motioned for Angela to come closer.
Angela�s brow furrowed in confusion. �But wouldn�t that be a good thing?� she asked as she came closer.
�Not really,� he explained. �I don�t want her knowing I�m alive.� He laid on the stone and held his hands out towards Angela. �Take a hold of my wrists and I�ll swing you down.�
Angela sat on the edge of the stone and looked down, the drop wasn�t very far. She took a hold of Kyle�s hands and slipped off the edge, letting him lower her to the stone floor below. Once she was down, she released his hands and stepped back. �Why not?� she called up to him. �I�m sure she�s devastated right now thinking you�re dead.�
Kyle jumped down and landed in a deep crouch. He let out a forlorn sigh as he stood up. �I know she is,� he admitted. �And it hurts me greatly to leave her in that condition, but I can�t tell her I�m alive yet.� The look in his eyes was very serious. �I�ve thought long and hard about this and see no way around it.�
Angela cocked her head in question.
�There�s a force at work that�s threatening my people,� Kyle explained. �I have to do whatever I can to stop it, and if that includes letting my sister believe I�m dead, so be it.�
Angela�s eyes narrowed as she tried to understand him. �And hiding your survival will help?� How could that change anything?
�If no one knows I�m alive, I�m free to do things I normally couldn�t.�
�Like?�
�Like watching from a distance,� Kyle explained. He took her arm, moved her to his side, and led the way across the small room towards the stairs leading to the lower levels of the castle.
Angela fell into step with him, but couldn�t figure him out. Keeping his survival from his sister seemed like a cruel thing to do. That didn�t fit into what she knew of him.
Kyle glanced her way. Her confusion must have shown on her face because he went on to explain. �I�m pretty sure that whoever tried to kill me is after the power of the first dragon. With me dead, the only obstacle between them and their goal is Carissa.�
Things clicked into place, and Angela stopped to stare at him with an open mouth. �You�re going to use her as bait?� Could he really be so despicable?
Kyle turned to face her. �If Daniel can�t find out who�s pulling Eugene�s strings, then yes,� he admitted. Pausing to take a deep breath, he let it out before continuing. �I know it�s cruel, but I will do whatever it takes to put an end to this before more people die.�
�Including sacrificing your sister?�
�It won�t come to that,� Kyle said sternly.
Angela stared for a long moment processing his mood. Anger and determination rolled off him in waves. This was a hard decision for him. She let out a deep sigh and turned to go down the narrow stairs. �She�s going to be pissed.� The warm sound of Kyle�s chuckle sounded behind her.
�That she is,� he agreed and started down the steps behind her. �But, I have no doubt she�ll forgive me.�
Angela raised an eyebrow and shot him a doubtful look that earned her a sardonic laugh.
�Eventually,� he added.
If Kyle�s sister had anything in common with Angela, the ass-chewing he would get would be epic. Angela turned her attention back to the narrow stairway and carefully picked her way over the aged stones. Her mind turned Kyle�s plot over picking out several very large holes in his plan. �What are you going to do about Eugene?� she asked when she got to the bottom of the stairs. She turned to consider Kyle as she spoke. �Won�t someone notice his absence?�
The corner of Kyle�s mouth curled as his eyes narrowed. �Daniel�s handling that.�
A chill ran up Angela�s spine at the tone in Kyle�s voice. She had no idea what they had planned but knew it couldn�t be good. �What about your kingdom?� she asked, changing the subject.
�Carissa is more than capable of handling it.�
Angela bit her lip trying to put her worries into words. Without his throne, Kyle would no longer be the king. �But where does that leave you?�
A mischievous glint shimmered in Kyle�s eyes. �Free for other things?�
Heat rose in Angela�s cheeks. �Like what?� she asked. Her dragon swirled inside her, giving her an idea as to what it would like him to do.
Reaching out, he took her hand and raised it up between them. �It�s been a long time since I�ve actively pursued anyone. I think it�s high time I changed that.� Lifting her hand, he pressed a soft kiss to the back. Desire lit his eyes.
Angela�s toes curled in delight as her heart skipped a beat. The heat in his eyes warmed her blood. Desire pushed her breath from her. �Wow,� she whispered, reveling in the unfamiliar sensation.
Reaching out, Kyle wrapped his arm around her. �Welcome to the wonderful world of dragon hormones.� He pulled her in against his body.
Angela drew in a deeper breath as her nerve endings fired, making her skin tingle everywhere he touched her.
�They can be amazing things if you don�t fight them,� he added. Leaning forward, he aimed a kiss towards her lips.
Unable to resist the draw, she lifted her face and met him halfway. Desire danced through her, making her want more, but he pulled away without deepening the kiss.
�Wow,� she exclaimed again, digging her fingers into Kyle�s chest to try to stabilize her world.
�My thought exactly,� he whispered, giving her another light kiss.
Leaning into it, Angela tried to deepen the kiss, but he retreated again, frustrating her.
�But there will be time for this later,� he said, giving her another teasing kiss.
�Yeah,� she growled in irritation. �But I don�t want to wait for later.� Pushing up to her toes, she pressed a powerful kiss on his mouth that he couldn�t back away from. Somewhere in their conversation, the apprehension that had been holding her back had drained away. She hadn�t come into this relationship in a normal way, but she was done with letting circumstance drive her to react. It was time to take action and own her situation. Right now. The rest of life could wait for later.
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�Good evening, Your Majesty.�
The familiar voice tore Carissa away from Michael�s conversation with some random dignitary there to wish her the best in her new role. Twisting around, her eyes welled with tears at the sight of her adopted brother. �Patrick,� she mouthed soundlessly. He made it. She bit her lip, unable to share the joy she was feeling at his presence. Over the last two days, the emotions of her brother�s funeral and her coronation had burned through most of her magic, leaving her unable to hold the spell that allowed her to use someone else�s voice for more than a few minutes.
Forgetting the conversation she�d been listening to, she went to her only living relative and threw her arms around his neck. To hell with anyone who thought her outburst was undignified. Kyle�s death hung heavy on her heart and seeing Patrick gave her hope. She wasn�t alone in her loss. Patrick had lost the closest thing to a brother he had ever known.
�It�s good to see you, Carissa,� he said, rolling her into a deep hug. �My condolences on your loss and congratulations on your ascension, your highness.�
Carissa stepped out of Patrick�s hold. She gripped his arm hard and shook her head, refusing her new title. He was family and she wouldn�t accept his recognition. Kyle had insisted they remain on familiar terms, and she would have nothing else. Had Patrick truly been blood, she would have gladly given him the throne in her stead. She implored him with her eyes to understand her meaning.
Patrick lowered his head and smiled. �Of course, my sister.�
Carissa released the tight hold she had on his arm and let out a relieved sigh. He understood. She met his eyes and wished she didn�t have to borrow someone else�s voice. There was so much she had to tell him, but that would have to wait until she had rested.
�Hello.�
Carissa turned to greet Michael as he came up to stand next to her. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it tight. With her free hand, she touched her chest and waved at Patrick before gesturing back to Michael.
Michael nodded his understanding and turned to face Patrick. �Hello,� he said, holding out his free hand. �I�m Michael Duncan, Carissa�s husband and mate.�
Biting her lip, Carissa watched as Patrick�s eyes jumped to the gold in Michael�s white hair. Although they had invited Patrick and Kathryn to their wedding, her adopted brother hadn�t been able to make it. This was the first time the pair had met. Would Patrick approve of Michael?
�I guess that would make you the crowned prince,� Patrick said, taking the taller man�s hand. �Congratulation, I�m Patrick Markel.�
Carissa glanced at Michael and smiled when Patrick�s name sunk in, making Michael freeze.
�Markel?� he said in a curious voice. He raised an eyebrow and gave Carissa a questioning look.
Her smile widened and she nodded. She watched the wheels behind Michael�s eyes turn. They weren�t telepathically connected like some bonded pairs, but their unique situation had given them an understanding of each other. Markel wasn�t a very common name. She could see him making the connection. �My brother,� she mouthed.
Michael�s head snapped back to meet Patrick�s smiling face.
�Adopted brother,� Patrick corrected.
Michael squeezed Patrick�s hand a little tighter before releasing it. �I didn�t know Carissa had any other family.� He stepped closer to Carissa and wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders.
Usually, Michael let her stand on her own due to her position, but it was charming when his protective side flared. Carissa leaned into his side and waited to see how things would play out.
Understanding flashed in Patrick�s eyes and he nodded his head. �It�s sad that I missed your nuptials, but my wife had taken ill and wasn�t able to make the trip. I do hope you enjoyed the gift we sent in our stead.� He turned a questioning gaze to Carissa. �You did receive it, yes?�
Michael�s fingers tightened on her arm. Carissa rubbed her hand over his to soothe him. She nodded to Patrick. She�d been shocked when Kyle had delivered the antique baby cradle Patrick had sent. She wasn�t sure how old the thing was, but the dragons carved in the polished wood spoke of ages past. The beautiful craftsmanship had weathered the test of time very well.
�Good,� Patrick said, bouncing on the balls of his feet. �I do hope to hear you�ve put it to good use very soon.�
Michael shot her a questioning look.
She shook her head and motioned for him to leave the subject alone for now. She hadn�t shown him the cradle and wasn�t ready to talk about a family at the moment. But, then again, she was now the last of her line and the throne would need an heir. She drew in a melancholy breath and let it out. She didn�t want to start planning a family so close to the death of her brother. Changing the subject, she looked back to Patrick. �Where�s Kathryn?� she mouthed.
�She couldn�t make it,� he said in a regretful tone. �There�s so much going on right now that she didn�t feel comfortable coming out, but she sends her best regards and insists that I invite you out for a visit when things have settled down.�
Carissa let her head cock to the side to show her amusement. Although Kathryn was technically part of the royal family, she enjoyed the quiet of her simple life and tended to avoid high profile functions. Carissa understood and wished she had that luxury at times. Still, she was disappointed that Kathryn chose to skip out on Kyle�s funeral. No matter how little time they actually spent together, they were still family. She should be here to support Carissa. Taking a steadying breath, Carissa let go of the pain of her disappointment and nodded her head in agreement. It had been several years since she and Kyle had been out to visit. A trip to Dunham was sadly overdue. Without Kyle. The thought made Carissa�s breath catch, and she swallowed back the pain before her eyes could tear up again.
�Promise me.�
The serious tone of Patrick�s voice grabbed Carissa�s attention away from her grief and she met his gaze. There was something intense in his eyes that she didn�t understand, but it disturbed her. She caught his hand and nodded her head again.
�As soon as things are settled here,� he said squeezing her hand. His voice dropped to a whisper. �Alone. No guards, no escorts,� his eyes jumped to Michael and back. �Just family.�
Carissa bent her head to the side and let her brow furrow in question, but Patrick didn�t explain. He just held her hand tightly. After a moment she pointed at Michael with her eyes and looked back at her adopted brother.
Patrick�s lips thinned, but he nodded.
�I promise,� Carissa mouthed. Something in Patrick�s tone added weight to his request.
�You and him,� Patrick reaffirmed. He shot Michael a pointed look. �As soon as things are settled.� His eyes came back to Carissa, and he squeezed her hand to emphasize his words. �And tell no one.�
Carissa�s spine straightened and she nodded again. Something was up.
Patrick leaned closer and dropped his voice even lower. �Swear on our brother�s empty grave.�
Carissa jerked back as if he slapped her. How could he say such a thing? She stared at her stepbrother but could see no remorse in his eyes. Carissa knew she was good a reading people�s emotions, but nothing about Patrick showed grief, just the intense drive to get her solemn oath. What the hell was going on? �I swear it,� she mouthed.
Standing up, Patrick shot her a pleased smile. �Very good.�
The sudden change in Patrick�s demeanor shocked Carissa. She blinked, unable to believe what just happened.
�Then if you�ll excuse me,� he said, bowing over her hand, �I�ll take my leave now.� He stood up and released her as if nothing had happened. �You have others awaiting your attention. Have a pleasant night, your highness.� He nodded his farewell to Michael and retreated before Carissa could react.
When Patrick�s words and actions finally broke through her shock, she took a step forward to call him back and explain himself but stopped. She glanced around at the elegant crowd awaiting her attention. She was being watched. This was not the time or place for that conversation. She let out a breath and watched as Patrick made his way through the crowd towards the door.
�What was that?� Michael asked. His hand ran down Carissa�s back in a comforting way.
Carissa shook her head and let Michael�s presence soothe her. She had no idea what had gotten into Patrick, but his actions had shaken her out of her grief. Something was up, but she didn�t have time to deal with it now. She turned her attention back to the gathering and looked around. This was supposed to be a solemn occasion, but she just couldn�t shake Patrick�s words. �Swear by our brother�s empty grave.� How could he take Kyle�s death so lightly? No matter how she tried, she couldn�t figure it out. There was only one thing she could do. Once the coronation was over and Eternity was put in order, she would be making a trip out to see Patrick. And, one way or another, he would explain himself.
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