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      Diem Logan glanced at the old mansion. She imagined how it looked fifty years ago, with kids playing in the front yard. Now the weeds were so high that she wasn’t sure anyone could walk through the unkempt yard without getting lost. Virginia creeper grew up the side of the home, covering the white paint. She climbed out of her rented car, and her heels crunched against the gravel driveway.

      Gideon had promised to call and help her find her sister. Like an idiot, she’d waited by the phone for his call for four days. The call had never come. In the past, she would have ignored the man and gone on to her next plan, but she was out of options. And he owed her.

      In his defense, Gideon hadn’t made her go to the bar where a group of men had kidnapped her. The men might have worked for Gideon, but the old warlock hadn’t been in control of his actions at the time. She’d hacked the council’s network and read the post-mission file he’d completed after Nyx broke the bracelet on his wrist. From the file, she’d learned that he didn’t remember much from the past hundred years.

      But her inner beast demanded that Gideon help them. The dragon inside her was getting harder to control each day. She didn’t understand how to take charge of her dragon. The other shifters she’d met had been born with the animal inside of them. Not her. A mad scientist had put the dragon in her. She didn’t know if her sister was a dragon also—her sister whom she hadn’t seen in three months.

      He’s ours, her inner beast roared as she glanced at the old wood door. This wasn’t the first time her dragon had roared in her head. She wished she could understand how to make it quiet. After she’d helped free Nyx and the council released her into the world, she’d tried to drown out the animal with alcohol, but no matter how much she drank, it didn’t help. The bar tab would grow, and she wouldn’t even feel tipsy.

      Gideon didn’t want to help her. She could tell he’d been blowing her off when she asked him for his help in the bar. Her dragon was convinced he would come, but he didn’t. Now she stared up at the old house, wondering if this was the best idea.

      She glanced back at her rented car. She had nothing. After Gideon had killed Kael and deemed her not a threat, she went to her small apartment, but the landlord had thrown her stuff away and rented out her place to someone else. The money the council had given her for compensation couldn’t replace the photos of her sister. She still couldn’t believe they’d put a price on turning her into a dragon. One hundred thousand dollars—that was what the council felt was the correct amount of money to give her.

      The only thing holding her together was the need to find her sister, Kayda, but she didn’t even have a picture of her to show people. Kael's men had been good when they captured her and Kayda. They’d deleted all evidence of their existence from the internet. The iCloud account she’d stored all of her photos in had been wiped clean along with her Google drive. It was like Diem and Kayda had both vanished.

      The large wood door opened before she could knock, revealing Gideon. He was a big man with short dark hair, and his black shirt strained against his biceps. Colorful tattoos covered his arms. He stood with his arms crossed. His eyes flashed bright green for a second.

      Despite his frown, she climbed the last three steps. She’d given herself multiple pep talks before getting in her car and driving the hour it took to get to Gideon’s house hidden in the West Virginia mountains. Stay strong.

      She squared her shoulders and walked into his house. He growled as she moved past him. Instead of scaring her, it made her dragon melt into a puddle. It was a good thing she had more control over her body than her dragon did when it came to wanting to press herself against Gideon.

      The inside of his house was depressing. There were no pictures on the wall. The grand entryway was empty. She walked through his main room into the adjacent one. She’d spotted a bar from the door and needed a drink, so she proceeded to it, poured herself a glass of scotch, and downed the smooth liquor in one shot.

      “That bottle cost me over a grand,” the tall, sexy warlock growled. “I don’t remember inviting you in.”

      Diem shrugged. “Last time I checked, your men turned me into a dragon, not a vampire. And why would you buy expensive liquor when you can’t even get drunk?”

      Gideon closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      Unlike the open entryway, the study had furniture. Old books lined the walls. None of them had shirtless men on the covers like the romance books she liked to read. These books looked old and boring.

      He walked over and poured himself a glass from the same bottle, but he took a sip instead of downing it in one gulp. “They weren’t my men. They belonged to Kael.”

      She believed him. Given that she’d read every report she could get ahold of, Diem knew he hadn’t had control of himself during her transformation from human to dragon, but he’d been there when they put the needle in her arm that changed her life. He gave the order. When she’d woken up as a dragon, every instinct had pulled her toward the man.

      She struggled to control herself around him. He didn’t show any sign that she affected him the way he affected her. The dragon within her thought he was hiding it. The human knew he wasn’t interested. But for some mysterious reason, he was the only person she felt she could trust. Maybe it was because she knew Kael had taken Gideon’s control away—somewhat comparable to what Kael had done to her.

      She poured herself another drink. “Maybe they weren’t yours, but they listened to you.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. What I want to know is why you’re here.” He walked over to a large brown couch and sat down. The energy vibrating in the room didn’t match his relaxed personality.

      “We had an agreement.” Diem had tracked Gideon to a shifter bar and asked for his help.

      “I didn’t say when I was going to help,” he said.

      “My sister is in a lab. Who knows what they are doing to her—maybe creating a two-headed dragon.”

      “Two-headed dragons don’t exist.” He shrugged.

      “Six months ago, I didn’t think people could turn into animals, so give me a second to get caught up on what is far-fetched. The council is taking its time to find the other facilities. I know deep in my bones that my sister is alive.”

      “What makes you think I can help you find them? I don’t work for the council anymore.”

      “Because you’re an overgrown baby. You never should have quit.”

      “I gave years of my life to the council.” Gideon’s eyes blazed green, and purple magic sparked from his fingers.

      She never knew when to keep her mouth shut. He’d served on the council for years and claimed he was retiring because he’d served long enough and it was someone else’s turn. But she wondered if there was another reason for him retiring. “I’m sorry.” She let out a sigh. “Kayda is the only family I have left, and my dragon only trusts you.”

      “Are you sure you want to know what happened to her?”

      “I know she’s still alive. We’re twins, and the connection is still there.” Growing up, she could always sense when her sister was hurt or sad. Nobody believed she could feel these things, but she knew Gideon would understand. When she was in foster care, she’d been made fun of when she tried to explain the connection between her and Kayda.

      “That connection you have with your sense is one reason they chose you. Not everyone can tap into that. But it doesn’t mean I want to go on a mission with someone who doesn’t understand the supernatural world.”

      Diem’s blood boiled. “I wasn’t given a choice about being part of this world. And after my transformation, they didn’t give me a Dragons for Dummies book. Nope. I was sent on missions and told to grab people, and if I didn’t listen, I was shocked. Not the shock you get from the carpet. This hurt worse than a cattle prod.” The second foster family she’d lived with had used cattle prods for discipline.

      “You’re right.”

      She blinked a couple of times. He’d agreed with her. Maybe she was starting to sway him to help her. “So you’ll help?”

      “What have you figured out so far? I don’t remember much from when I was controlled, so I don’t have the laboratory’s locations.” He downed the rest of his scotch.

      In the files she’d hacked, she’d read that Gideon had undergone tests to figure out what he couldn’t remember. A person by the name of Talia had touched him and tried to dig out his memories, but his mind had been blank.

      “But you know how this world works?” she asked.

      “Just because I’m the oldest warlock doesn’t mean I know everything.” He frowned at his empty glass. The bottle vanished from the bar and reappeared in his hand.

      “How old are you?” Every chance Diem got, she devoured information on Gideon. She hadn’t found much.

      He narrowed his eyes. “That’s personal.”

      “I’m thirty-three. Before Kael’s men kidnapped me, I worked as an airline pilot. Now my dragon hates being in airplanes. I tried to go back to my life. I wasn’t trying to be rude by asking your age.”

      “Most supernatural creatures don’t enjoy plane rides,” he replied, still not answering her original question. She wanted to know how his magic worked and what made him happy—she had yet to see a smile cross his face. Even when he’d been controlled, he never smiled. It seemed he’d had a permanent frown since the day she first saw him. Back then, his eyes had never flashed green, and his skin had been sickly pale.

      “You’re a very frustrating person to talk to. I’ll do anything to find my sister, even if that means coming to your house and begging. If you want to help me, tell me who in the community I can get to help look for her.” Even though she could change into a dragon, the supernatural world still scared her. She didn’t understand the things her dragon demanded.

      “Beg? All you’ve done is demand I help you.”

      Her pride always stopped her from getting on her knees and begging. She’d never asked for food when her foster parents told her she couldn’t have any until she finished cleaning the house. She’d never begged for a ride home even when it was pouring rain. Instead, she’d held her coat over her sister's head, and they’d walked home in the freezing shower.

      “If I got on my knees and begged, would you help me?” she asked.

      His eyes flashed. “Diem, if you get on your knees, it won’t be to beg.”

      “And what would I be doing?” Her face turned hot.

      He shook his head. “Let’s discuss where she might be.”

      And the flirty side of Gideon was gone in a blink of an eye, his scowl back in place.

      “There is a psychic in Florida who can help find people,” she said.

      He scowled. “Emma?”

      “Yes!” She bounced on the edge of her seat. “Do you know her? I’ve tried to contact her, but she won’t answer my calls.”

      “Of course I know who she is. What are you planning on doing—showing up on her doorstep, similar to what you did today?”

      “If you think it will work.” She shrugged.

      “Emma is part fairy. You need to bring a special trinket for the fairy garden.”

      “Fairy garden? You mean little houses with stones and gems?” She didn’t have a cool item to give, but she had some money now, so she could buy a trinket on the trip to Florida.

      “You can’t go to the store and buy jewelry. To ask for a finder's spell, you need to bring something special and rare.”

      “How am I supposed to know what to give a fairy? I thought she was a psychic. Someone would make a killing if they made a Dummies book for the supernatural world and its rules.”

      “Everyone is born into the world, and the knowledge is passed from generation to generation,” he said.

      “Well, you should’ve told the rules to the mad scientist who figured out how to change me into a dragon.” Diem downed the remaining scotch and wished she had Gideon’s powers to grab the bottle from the bar.

      “He wasn’t a mad scientist.” His lips flattened. “He was a warlock.”

      “Was he as old as you?” She walked back to the bar to refill her drink. “Or was he older than you?”

      “Does my age matter?”

      “I told you mine. Why is it such a secret?”

      He massaged the back of his neck. “Nobody ever asked my age or cared. Most people know I’m the oldest warlock alive and used to be the most powerful. But if it will make you happy, I’m eleven hundred sixty-two years old.”

      “I want to make an old-person joke, but since you finally told me your age, I’ll keep it to myself. You’re the most powerful warlock in the world. And in a long life, we all have crappy years. You might’ve had a few more than you wanted. Now is the time to get your mojo back.”

      “You aren’t going to drop this, are you?”

      “She’s my sister,” Diem said. “Wouldn’t you do the same for your family?”

      “I don’t have siblings, and my parents died saving me when I was a child.”

      Her heart broke for the old warlock. He’d never had anyone to love him. She only had her sister, but they both would do anything for each other.

      “I will owe you.”

      “Anything?” he asked.

      She didn’t have much, but Kayda meant the world to her. “Whatever you want.”

      “I’ll help.”

      Before she could ask what he wanted, his head tilted to the side, and his eyes narrowed. She strained her ears but couldn’t hear anything. Her dragon grumbled at her for not using her full abilities. Of course, nobody had taught her how to use her dragon.

      Gideon jumped up from the couch and wrapped his hand around her lower arm. “They're here.” He shoved her toward the back of the study. She only saw bookcases until he pushed a lever and the door opened. He wasn’t saying a word, only pushing her along. Her feet faltered as she took the next step. The only thing stopping her from stumbling on down the narrow stairs was Gideon’s hand around her wrist. His grip tightened as she started to fall.

      When they made it to the bottom of the stairs, Gideon waved his hand, and the lanterns on the wall lit up. “Move,” he growled.

      When they were thirty feet into the passage, an explosion sounded above them. The walls shook dirt, and rocks fell from the man-made tunnel. Someone was after Gideon or her.
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      Diem made him feel things he hadn’t felt before. That was the main reason he’d never tried to contact her again after she came to the bar. Her long blond hair bounced in its ponytail as they ran down the small passage. He hadn’t used the underground tunnels in years and hoped the door at the end would open. She didn’t question him as he shoved her through the passage. As they raced toward the exit, she laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked, watching the sway of her hips. “You know someone might’ve blown up my house, right?” His house in West Virginia didn’t feel like home, but something had kept him from leaving. He was sure the reason he hadn’t escaped to Ireland was that he wanted a certain blond woman.

      “I have a nervous tick. When I’m in danger or someone gets hurt, I laugh.” She glanced at him.

      He liked the way her brows drew together as she waited for his answer. He was glad she laughed at danger instead of crying. Gideon didn’t do well with tears or emotions. It was easier to keep his feelings bottled up.

      At an early age, he’d learned that life wasn’t fair. His mother had been a healer, and she helped everyone in the village. One night, an outsider showed up at the house. He said his wife needed help, and Gideon’s mom rushed to assist, but the outsider killed her. Gideon’s dad went looking for her and never returned. Gideon, who was five at the time, had been alone for days before a neighbor stopped by.

      “At the end of the passage, get behind me, and I’ll open the door.” He wasn’t sure if someone would be on the other side.

      “My car is in your front yard, along with my purse and phone. What are you expecting us to do?”

      “Can you shift?” He wasn’t sure if she could control her dragon, but depending on what they came in contact with, he might need her help.

      “Of course.” She rolled her eyes. “But who is after you?”

      “You really think someone is after me?”

      “Hell yes. It sounded like someone blew up your house. How many people did you piss off?”

      “Nobody is after me. I bet a hundred dollars those people are coming for you. Which means you might be close to finding your sister.”

      “But how would they know I was here?” Diem let out a huff as they came to a stop in front of the exit.

      He hadn’t opened the old stone door in years. The ward he’d put in place years before was still intact. He closed his eyes and chanted the language of his ancestors.

      “I’m pretty sure someone put a tracker on your car or in your clothes.” Gideon closed his eyes for a second. “Did the council remove the tracker from your arm?”

      She pouted. “After I was cleared, I never went back to the facility to do checkups. Lucy wanted to run tests, and I think she held a grudge against me for kidnapping Nyx. So I never went back to have the chip removed. I forgot about it until you mentioned it.”

      “Fuck.”

      “So if the people after us are actually after me, your super-secret tunnel did nothing to hide our tracks.”

      “No. We might be walking into a trap.”

      She leveled a glare at him and placed her hands on her hips. “I was a pilot before learning about this world. Don’t get snappy if I’m not used to running for my life. Like I said earlier, this world needs a Dummies manual.”

      “We need to take the tracker out.” He drew out a pocketknife.

      “Fuck no. I don’t know where that knife has been, and I want drugs.”

      “Do you not understand that they are tracking you? No matter how far we go, they will still come after you.”

      She glanced down at his knife. “Maybe going with them is a better option.”

      “You’re a dragon. The wound will heal seconds after I cut your skin and pop out the chip.”

      She raised a brow. “Will it still hurt?”

      He could hear the faint sound of a car pulling close to their exit. “It might, but we need to leave, and when we do, we’re going to have to fight our way to a car.”

      “Make it quick before I change my mind.”

      He grabbed her wrist, holding her arm still. She flinched as he cut into her forearm and popped the chip out. Diem’s eyes were tightly closed.

      “It’s out,” he said.

      “That wasn’t as bad as I expected. Now, how are we going to get past the people on the other side?”

      “Fight.”

      “Don’t we need a better plan than that?”

      Gideon’s magic was bursting at the seams, wanting to be released.

      “Stay behind me, and if things get bad, shift and fly away.”

      She glared. “I’m not going to leave you to fight alone.”

      The longer they stayed in one location, the more their enemies could organize and call in reinforcements. Gideon hadn’t grabbed his phone off his desk as they rushed to the secret passage. His only thought had been to get Diem to safety.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      He reached for the door and tugged it open. It didn’t budge at first, but he pulled harder, and the stone door finally glided open. Two men stood fifty feet away, dressed in black with masks covering their faces. They bore the same red symbol Kael’s men wore. The last Gideon had heard, the council thought they’d found all the Kael’s men and the labs used to turn humans into shifters.

      Gideon’s eyes were trained on the two men as he pulled his magic.

      “Down,” Diem yelled.

      He didn’t have time to react before Diem pushed him to the ground. Gideon rolled them to the side and got behind a rock. Two more men were up in the trees with rifles pointed at them. This wouldn’t be the first fight he’d gone into outnumbered, but he had more than himself to worry about.

      He closed his eyes and used his powers to orient his sense. Two of the men were human, and two were shifters. The labs Kael had created to make super shifters had humans working at them. The council had spent years working to keep their identity a secret.

      The shifters he sensed were off. Their smell was closer to human than wolf. Diem’s smell was pure shifter, almost like she’d been born with her dragon. He didn’t remember the day she was turned, but he’d watched the video of himself giving the order to change her. The woman should hate him for what he’d done.

      Movement in the trees tore his attention from the men on the ground. The man in the tree aimed his gun at Diem. A red dot formed on her chest. Gideon called on the elements and sent a gust of wind toward the trees. Its force was so strong that they both flew backward and landed on the ground. Their voices echoed in the forest.

      Diem took her clothes off next to him. He had a hard time drawing his eyes away from her soft skin as she stripped down. Seconds later, a green dragon erupted. Most of the humans who had been changed to shifters had a difficult time shifting. She did the fast change almost as quickly as shifters who practiced it. She was ridiculous and elegant at the same time. He’d watched videos of her from when she was a captive, but now her color was a brighter green. She even seemed larger.

      Rawr. She spewed fire across the grass.

      “Don’t kill them!” he growled. There was no doubt in his mind that they were after Diem, but he wanted to know who was calling the shots.

      He had to hold back a chuckle as the dragon glared at him. The fire clicker in Diem’s throat clicked a couple of times. The two shifters transformed into wolves. If their smell hadn’t told him that they’d been created, their size would have. Both wolves were double the size of standard shifters. Unlike Diem’s smooth transmission, they howled in pain as their bones broke and they transformed.

      “Don’t move,” Gideon called to the vines that had crept up the wolves’ feet. His ability to control the elements and plants was rare for a warlock. Most used dark magic to fight, but at a young age, his mother had taught him how to work with nature and how to control the things around him.

      The two wolves gnawed at their feet, trying to stop the vines from holding them in place.

      The air changed next to him as Diem shifted back into human form. She stood unclothed with her hands on her hips. “You’re supposed to let me help.”

      A very naked Diem was distracting and making it hard for him to concentrate on the surrounding elements. “Can you get dressed.” His words came out more as a demand than a question.

      “Only if I can help kill them.”

      He rolled his eyes. “We need them to shift first, and then we’ll ask questions.”

      Diem pulled her shirt over her head, not bothering with a bra. He couldn’t help but stare at her nipples as they poked through the thin white material.

      “Let me go check on the others.” She marched past him. The wolves growled and nipped at her but couldn’t move out of the vine cuffs. “They're dead,” she said as she walked back.

      He’d known they were dead the second they hit the ground.

      “How are we going to get them to talk?” Diem pointed to the two wolves. “I don’t have any doggy treats.”

      The wolf on the right bared his teeth and growled.

      Gideon pinched the bridge of his nose. “Doggie treats won’t work, but Kirin has a shot we can give to force them to shift.” It would be painful.

      “And you have no phone,” she snapped.

      “Watch them, and I’ll walk to the garage and call from the burner phone.”

      “I don’t see a garage.”

      “Because I use magic to keep a few places hidden from the world. If you hadn’t had the tracker, they never would’ve found us.” He turned to walk down the wooded path.

      She reached out and grabbed his arm. “What happens when the vines let go or the shifters chew their way through?”

      “If you’re in danger, shift and eat them.” He drew his arm from her grasp and took a few steps, but he stopped when the air shifted.

      One of the wolves had transformed back. Gideon used his powers to bind the man’s legs and arms with the vines. He paused and watched the collar around the man’s neck start to blink red. When the man was in wolf form, his black fur had covered the device.

      “Run!” he yelled.

      They barely made it out of the way before the man’s body exploded, killing the wolf next to him. An arm fell from the sky and hit the ground in front of them.

      “Now what?” Diem stared at the man’s arm.

      “We head to Kirin’s house and ask for his advice.”

      “They don’t like me.”

      “Kirin’s protective of his family.”

      She tapped her foot on the ground. “He has no reason to want to help me.”

      “Kirin will help us. If he doesn’t, Talia will, but they are our only options.”

      Diem looked off into the sky. “What happens if they won’t let me go?”

      He would fight to keep her out of harm's way. Taking on three dragons wouldn’t be easy, but he would do everything in his power to keep her safe. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “So, this magical garage…” She arched her brow. “Do you say a word three times and it appears?”

      “This way.” He turned away from her and continued down the path he’d planned to go on earlier.

      “You can’t go that way,” Diem yelled as he walked into a tree. The tree was an illusion. On the other side was his garage.

      Seconds later, she appeared next to him. “Wow.”

      She followed him over to the garage, and he typed his code into the panel next to the door. Once inside, he grabbed a set of keys from the shelf and pulled her to his sports car. “You ready to go see Kirin?”

      “No, but if you think it’s the best option…” She let out a breath. “Let’s go.”
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      Diem watched out the window as they twisted through the mountainside. She didn’t know for sure if Gideon was taking her to Kirin’s house or planning to drop her in the woods. Her heart was still racing from the attack.

      The past couple of weeks flashed through her mind. She couldn’t imagine what she’d done to make those men come after her. Diem had covered her tracks as she looked for her sister.

      Someone wanted her dead, and she’d left the tracker in her arm. How could I be so dumb as to not remove the device? Whoever was still running Kael’s labs would know her movements and every place she went. And now she had to rely on the family who hated her.

      “You know, I was happy sitting in my study, reading ancient books about history,” Gideon grumbled as he made a left turn.

      “Maybe if you’d contacted me a few days ago, we wouldn’t be heading to Kirin’s house.”

      “I figured you would’ve given up and enjoyed your new creature.”

      She didn’t even know how to reply to that statement.

      He continued. “No matter if you’d come the other day or today, we would still need Kirin’s help.”

      “I thought you would have enough connections to help get my sister back.”

      He shrugged. “It’s not only about connections. He’s worked the case since he took over the West Virginia council. Kirin and his brothers are up-to-date on everything. They also have Alida.”

      “You forgot to mention the human scientist they have. She doesn’t like me.”

      “Kirin and his family are good people. Even if they don’t like you, they will help, especially if you think another lab is still open. Last time I talked to Kirin, he was sure they’d found them all.”

      “Do you believe me?” she replied with an arched brow. “Because if you don’t, you can pull over, and I’ll figure this out on my own.”

      “Stop being so dramatic. You weren’t the one pulled away from lying around the house.”

      “Are you going to spend this whole mission grumbling about not wanting to leave your house?” she asked, feeling defeated. It wasn’t only that she wanted his help—her dragon wanted to be around him.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure why you want my help. But since I might not have a house or books anymore, the mission to find your sister is all I’ve got at the moment.” He glanced in her direction.

      She’d forgotten about the explosion. “I didn’t know someone would try to blow up your house.” She let out a sigh.

      “It was just a house. Your dragon was beautiful, and your shift was quick. Why are you having struggles with your dragon?”

      “The dragon demands things in my head and tries to push forward.”

      “I need more of an example. What does your dragon push for?” He turned down a gravel road.

      “The dragon wanted to demand that you leave the bar with me that night. When you didn’t, she pushed, and I shifted every night, and we flew over your house. I wanted to wait a couple more days to ask for your help, but I couldn’t deny my dragon any longer. My skin began to burn.”

      “Did you have this pull before the bar?” he asked. When she nodded, he pinched the bridge of his nose.

      She wondered if he’d seen her flying over his house at night. “Does this pull mean anything?” Once again, shifting-for-Dummies books—or someone to explain everything to her—would have been helpful.

      “It could.” His lips turned down. “Lucy can tell us more.”

      “The pint-sized human loves to poke me with needles,” she huffed. “If someone would tell me why my dragon is so crazy, it might help.” And why I feel so calm when I sit next to Gideon. Her dragon practically purred in her head.

      He cast her a glance as he stopped in front of a mountain. “I have an idea, but I think your dragon is confused.”

      “You think my dragon is confused, but you’re the one who pulled up to a dead end.”

      “It’s not a dead end.”

      “So, you think the mountain is magically going to move for you?” She wasn’t sure she’d made the right decision asking the old warlock to help her. Maybe he hadn’t recovered from what Kael had done to him.

      After a few seconds of staring at the mountain, Gideon went forward. In seconds, they would run into the rocks.

      “Stop!” she screamed.

      “It’s just an illusion. They opened up the cave so I could get in.”

      “How do you know it was opened for us?”

      “I reached out to Kirin. He made sure Kia opened it.”

      “You can telepathically talk to Kirin?” She laughed.

      “Yes. We worked out a spell so we could talk when needed, partially for my benefit because I was worried I might change. He checks my moods every so often. The spell will dissipate in a few more weeks, unless I redo it. It also only works if we’re close.” He sighed.

      “I didn’t mean to laugh. Honestly, I thought you were joking. There are so many things in this world I don’t understand.”

      “You will learn in time, but Kirin and his family are protective of Alida. Her powers are beyond what anyone knows. She can read your mind, so if there’s something you don’t want out in the open, don’t think about it.”

      As if keeping my mind clear is something I know how to do. “I don’t want to be rude, but do you think they might have food?” she asked shyly. “I’m always hungry, and I was nervous to see you, so I skipped breakfast and lunch. Now I feel like I might pass out.”

      “You need to keep your dragon fed.”

      “Easy for you to say. My grocery bill has gone up threefold, and my savings are running low. And didn’t you hear the part where I said I was nervous?”

      “Kia will have food.” Gideon pressed his foot to the gas and went straight through the wall of rocks.

      She closed her eyes and braced for impact. It never came. When she opened her eyes, she saw that Gideon had parked in front of a rustic cabin. With the high-tech mountain, she’d expected something more sophisticated.

      “Not everything is as it seems,” Gideon said as he climbed out of the sports car. He rounded the side and opened her door.

      Before she got out, she asked him, “Are you sure they aren’t going to kill me?”

      “I’ll protect you.”

      She was stunned by his words. It was the first time he’d acted like he genuinely cared about not letting her die. Earlier, he’d protected her when they fought, but now she could almost feel his emotions.

      “Let’s do this,” she said.

      As she stepped out of the car, Kirin stood at the top of the stairs with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. She stumbled, but Gideon kept his hand on her back, moving her forward toward the unknown.

      “How come you didn’t tell me earlier there might be more labs still?” Kirin asked.

      “Really?” Gideon arched a brow. “I asked you three times if you were sure. You said there was no doubt you found them all. But Diem doesn’t think you did.”

      “How do I know this isn’t a trap where she is going to try to take Nyx or Talia?”

      “I told you he hated me,” Diem said.

      Gideon ignored her and pushed her forward another step until they were directly in front of Kirin. Her dragon whined in her head. Kirin set off a wave of dominance, and her dragon wanted to bow down to him. Her human side didn’t understand what was happening.

      She ground her teeth. “I need your help, but if you don’t stop whatever it is you’re doing, I’m leaving and finding my sister another way.”

      “She needs us, Dad.” A young girl magically appeared on the front steps.

      “I told you to stay inside, Alida.”

      Gideon knelt down next to the young girl so he was the same height as her. “It’s so good to see you, Alida.”

      The girl shook his outstretched hand. Her eyes flashed. “You need to stop fighting the pull.”

      “Can you explain what you mean by ‘pull,’?” Diem asked.

      The girl giggled and ran off.

      Kirin shook his head. “Let’s go inside.” He eyed Diem. “And we’d better get you some food.”

      Gideon gripped her hand, and she felt a shock go through her system. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I’ll explain in time.”

      Time. She would live a lot longer than she would have if she’d remained human. The thought of not aging, she liked. Nobody could explain how long she would live, because they didn’t know much about humans who’d been turned and she’d stopped letting people poke her with needles.

      They followed Kirin through the bare home to the kitchen. She’d only met Lucy a few times but had thought the human would make her place feel like home. This house felt cold, and only the bare minimum decorated the walls.

      “When was the last time you ate?” Kirin growled. It seemed everything he said to her came out in a growl.

      “Yesterday.” If she hadn’t been so hungry, she would have lied, but the thought of food made her stomach growl as loud as her dragon’s roar. “I just need a quick snack.”

      “She needs more than a snack. Diem shifted earlier when we were attacked,” Gideon said.

      “Who attacked you?” Kia asked as he walked into the kitchen.

      “They wore the same emblem Kael used. That’s the reason we’re here,” Gideon said. “Diem thinks we can go to Cassadaga, Florida, and Emma will help us find her sister, but someone is after Diem.”

      She was having a hard time concentrating on the conversation. Her eyes kept going to the sizzling steak on the stove. The piece of meat was larger than anything she’d seen at a grocery store. It made her mouth water.

      Kirin pulled a couple of beers from the fridge and handed one to Gideon. “How do you know they want her dead?”

      “I think they blew up my house. When we fought the men at the escape route, they had loaded silver bullets.”

      Diem hadn’t known that. “How do you know they were silver? Can silver kill me?”

      Kirin shook his head. “Silver can’t kill a dragon. It hurts like a bitch until you have the bullet taken out. The only way to kill a dragon is to chop off its head.”

      After five minutes with Kirin, she’d learned more about herself than she had in the past six months.

      Gideon took a sip of his beer. “Two of the men were turned shifters, and the other two were human.”

      “I’m guessing you killed them?” Kirin asked.

      She glared. “They were trying to kill us.”

      “We’re not the enemy, Diem,” Kirin grunted.

      He was right, but she was on edge. “Sorry. I want to find my sister and figure out my dragon.”

      Kirin placed the large steak in front of her. “You need to learn to keep your dragon fed. Shifters eat a lot more than humans. Our metabolism is ten times faster.”

      “Easier said than done. You know how expensive it is to keep my dragon fed?” She took a bite of the delicious steak.

      Gideon turned to Kirin, his voice tight. “Have you heard anything else about any labs?”

      “No. We’ve also been tracking any shifters who have gone missing.” Kirin pinched his brow.

      “How about humans?” Diem asked between bites. “Kayda and I were taken from a bar.”

      “It’s not easy to track missing humans. They disappear all the time, and we haven’t seen any spikes on the reports.”

      Gideon downed the remaining beer. “So going to Florida is our best bet.”

      “We can keep searching here, but Florida might be the fastest way to find her sister,” Kirin agreed.

      She took her last bite of the steak. “I know you guys don’t like me, but do you have any books about dragon shifters?”

      “What do you want to know?” Kirin asked.

      Her face heated. “My dragon seems to not want to leave Gideon alone. While I was waiting for him to help me, she forced me into a shift each night, and we flew over to his house.”

      “I see.” Kirin paused. “And when you’re near him?”

      She shrugged. “The dragon quits. It’s the first time in a long time she isn’t pushing at my skin.”

      Kirin burst out laughing next to her. “I think this is a question for Gideon to answer.”

      “I’ll explain in time,” he grumbled next to her.

      She scowled, mostly because she was frustrated. “Thank you for the food, but since there is nothing you can help us with, I think it’s time we head to Florida.”

      Kia walked into the kitchen. “You should let Lucy look you over before you leave.”

      “So she can drive a bunch more needles in me and not tell me anything?”

      The pint-sized woman used that second to walk into the room. Her belly had grown since the last time Diem had seen her. She looked close to four months along. “I’m sorry. Deep down, I knew you couldn’t control yourself from taking Nyx, but it was hard to put the anger away. You also helped us when we needed it.” She let out a sigh. “Let me run a couple of tests, and I promise to tell you the results before you leave.”

      “I’ll let you take a couple more only if you guys promise to help find my sister.”

      “We aren’t fighting against you. Lucy will take a few tests, and I’ll work on cooking you some more food,” Kirin said with a raised brow.

      She wanted to say she didn’t need the food, but she nodded instead. Lucy reached out and grabbed her hand. Diem followed Lucy, and Gideon stayed with Kirin and Kia. She hoped Lucy would answer the questions nobody else would.

      When they reached the middle of the garage, Lucy placed her hand on the floor. A screen appeared and scanned her face. A year before, Diem would have been in shock when the floor moved. Now nothing seemed to surprise her much anymore.

      She stood at the top of the stairs, holding her breath. “I’m not sure I want to go down there.”

      Lucy placed her hands on her hips. “I know you have no reason to trust me, but I’m not going to hurt you. Also, you’re a dragon, and I’m human.”

      “Okay.” She followed Lucy down the narrow staircase until they came to a square room.

      Lucy smiled. “Alida said everything will work out for your sister and you.” She placed her hand on the wall again, and elevator double door appeared. The two stepped through the doors into a gold-plated elevator.

      Diem’s dragon didn’t like that they’d left Gideon alone. She took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on what Lucy said. “How would Alida know?”

      “She can see things before they happen. Alida can do many things we don’t understand.”

      The elevator jerked to a stop. “But she thinks my sister will be okay.”

      “Yes.” Lucy stepped forward and let the software scan her face before the door opened.

      They walked down a long, narrow hallway to his state-of-the-art lab. This secret lair was so much homier than the one upstairs.

      Lucy walked over to the drawer and grabbed a syringe. “Can you tell me how your dragon is doing?” She looked down for a second. “My close friend was changed, and her shifts are hard. She’d already found her mate, so that helped with the transition.”

      “What is a mate?”

      Lucy’s eyes widened. “Hasn’t anyone talked to you about being a shifter?”

      Diem couldn’t hold back the frustration or the tears. “No. And nobody will explain why my dragon goes crazy for Gideon. He keeps saying he will explain.”

      Lucy eyed her for a second. “Men.” She wiped alcohol across Diem’s arm before sticking the needle in. “Your symptoms are signs that he’s your mate.”

      “Can you explain this, please?” Diem asked.

      Lucy sighed. “This should come from Gideon, but he’s having issues with what happened to him. If I had to guess, I’d say he doesn’t think he’s good enough for you. A mate is the one person in the world your dragon is made for. There is nobody else for you, only him, and when you both stop fighting the pull, your dragon will settle down.”

      “And if he fights the pull forever?”

      “I’m not sure what happens to warlocks who fight the pull, but dragons can get sick,” she said, not looking Diem in the eye.

      “Nothing good has come from getting turned into a dragon.”

      “This is a speed bump in your long story. Give it time.” Lucy took the needle out of Diem’s arm, walked over to the computer, and placed her blood in a machine.

      “How long before you have anything?”

      “I should have something by morning. You and Gideon should stay the night and hit the road first thing in the morning.”

      Her dragon wanted to get on the road and head out right away. “I don’t want to put you guys out.”

      “It will give me time to finish the tests,” Lucy said, looking down at the computer. “I’m running these to hopefully have answers for you.”

      “Any answers would help.” Diem took a deep breath. “Is there a way to go back to normal?”

      “There might be a way, but I’m not looking into it. If someone ever got their hands on that type of drug, it could be deadly.”

      “That makes sense. It’s just…”

      Lucy walked over and grabbed her hand. “This world takes some time to get used to, and you haven’t seen the good side yet.”

      The machine beeped, and Lucy walked back over. “That was fast.” She printed out a few pieces of paper. “Did you ever know your parents?”

      Diem bristled. “No. Kayda and I were in foster care from a young age.”

      “According to this, you might’ve had dormant shifter DNA,” she said excitedly.

      “That would explain the shift,” Gideon said from the doorway.

      Diem wanted to walk across the room and wrap her arms around him. Instead, she sat in place. “Why wouldn’t I have shifted before?”

      “Some shifters can only be male. Gators are one shifter that is only born male. The girls just heal faster and don’t get sick.” Lucy typed a few things into the computer. “Did you get sick growing up?”

      “Neither Kayda nor I ever got sick.”

      Gideon walked across the room and stood next to her. “I wonder how they figured out you had shifter DNA. Did you give blood lately?”

      Her face turned bright red. “Yes.” She could never find a man she wanted to settle down with, but she wanted a kid. A few days before she went to the bar, she’d visited a fertility bank for assistance with getting pregnant.

      “Where did you go?” Lucy asked.

      “I went to Cross Roads Fertility.”

      “You have a boyfriend?” Gideon growled.

      Diem rolled her eyes. “Stop being so growly. I would think you’re a wolf shifter. You don’t need a man to get pregnant, and I wanted to be a mom.”

      “You’re not having someone else’s kids,” he said.

      Lucy giggled from across the room.

      “I’m not sure you have a say in who I have kids with,” Diem said.

      “You’re my mate. If you want kids, they’ll be ours.”
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      He didn’t know where the words had come from. At no point in his life had he ever wanted kids or thought about having kids. But when Diem mentioned having someone else’s kids, he saw red. It took everything in him not to pull her into his arms.

      Kirin walked in and laughed at Gideon’s outburst. Lucy smiled, and Diem’s eyes turned a deep green.

      She pushed her index finger into his chest. “You can’t go around saying things like that.”

      “I’m your mate. The only person you will have kids with is me.”

      “You’re the most frustrating person I’ve met,” Diem hissed. “I asked you earlier what this feeling was—why my dragon seemed to always want to be near you. You said we would talk about it later.”

      He loved how fired up she was—the way her eyes turned greener the madder she got. “Technically, it is later.”

      “It doesn’t matter. The second I was changed, my life priorities changed. How could I bring a child into a world I don’t understand? Hell, if I have kids, will they be shifters?”

      Lucy tapped her pen on the counter. “Honestly, there was a chance before you were changed that your kid would be a shifter. Just because you couldn’t shift didn’t mean you wouldn’t pass down the gene.”

      “Are you able to find my birth parents or figure out what type of shifter is in my genes?”

      “It’s not that easy. The injection they gave you changed a big portion of your shifter DNA, but your DNA had the tracers of a shifter who’d been changed, as compared to someone who didn’t have any shifter DNA.”

      Science made his head hurt. He hated how Diem’s eyes dimmed when Lucy asked her next question.

      “If we could find DNA from before the change, could we run it against the database?”

      Diem let out a sigh. “I don’t have anything. Everything from my previous life is gone.”

      “Give me time. I might be able to separate your DNA, and once we find your sister, I can see what strands connect you together. This might help pinpoint who your parents were.” Lucy put another vial of blood into the machine.

      Gideon had dodged Lucy’s needle for the past two months, but it was time he got his own answers. “Did you want a sample of my blood?”

      The scientist's eyes lit up. She grabbed a needle from the drawer and rushed to his side. “Yes. I’ve never gotten to look at the DNA of someone as old as you. This will be so cool.”

      Diem snickered next to him.

      “You know, it’s not nice to call someone old. Furthermore, it’s not as if your mate is young.”

      Lucy looked him in the eye as she pushed the needle into his arm. “Kia is young compared to you.” She lifted her chin. “Your blood might help answer questions about bloodlines. And—”

      “You can say it. And explain how someone controlled me. You want to know if weakness in my DNA made it so Kael could use mind control.”

      He’d wondered the same thing for the past month. It was another reason he wasn’t good enough for Diem. In the back of his mind, he couldn’t imagine walking away from her. Warlocks could live without their mates. Not all shifters would fare the same. Wolf shifters would slowly die if they were denied by their mates. He wasn’t sure what would happen to a dragon shifter.

      “You don’t have anything in your DNA that would make you weak.” Lucy shoved another needle in his arm. The scientist was taking a lot of his blood. “I was going to say we could check the connection between you two. When a shifter finds their mate, each person’s DNA changes.”

      “How long do you need to run your tests?” If anyone was able to help Diem, it would be Lucy.

      She walked across the room with his blood and put it into a machine. Diem was sitting next to him and hadn’t said a word. She stared toward the door, where Alida stood next to her father. The young girl had shoulder-length blond hair. Her eyes were a deep blue, almost purple.

      “I won’t hurt you.” Alida stepped into the room. Kirin gripped her hand as they walked toward Diem. “I wanted to tell you, Kayda will be okay, but you need to find her.”

      “Do you know where she is?” Gideon asked.

      “I can’t tell you that. There is only so much I can say.” Her eyes turned white for a second. “But you will only find her if you go together.”

      He planned to help Diem find her sister. After the mission, he would go to his house in Ireland and heal his broken heart. Diem was too good for him, and he would need to walk away from her in the end.

      “Mates don’t have the choice to walk away,” Alida said with a smile.

      “Did you just read my mind?” Gideon muttered.

      “What did I tell you about reading people's thoughts, Alida?” Kirin frowned at his daughter.

      “He’s stubborn,” the young girl said.

      “The things in my head are private,” Gideon said. He’d given Diem advice to keep her mind clear, and he hadn’t done the same.

      “Your thoughts are loud!” Alida huffed.

      “Is this how the guy on TV claims he sees your deceased family? He can read your thoughts and knows what to say?”

      Alida giggled. “They can’t read minds. They do research on the audience before they show up.”

      Lucy walked back over. “I still think Talia should open up a shop and do readings, but Kirin has her too busy at the council. As for your blood tests, I hope to have some answers in the next couple of days.”

      “I don’t want to wait any longer to find my sister,” Diem whispered.

      This was his chance to delay even longer. But when he saw the moisture pooling in her eyes, he knew he wouldn’t deny her anything. “We’ll leave in the morning. Kirin, do you have any rare trinket I can buy from you? I need something for Emma.”

      Kirin tilted his head to the side. “Does Emma or Arrow know you're going to Cassadaga?”

      “No.” Maybe it was time he made amends for some of his past actions, but Diem came first. “I’ll figure it out. Hence the reason I need a rare trinket.”

      He knew it was a long shot asking a dragon for an ornament. They collected them and never gave them up. Even something worthless was hard for a dragon to ever get rid of. If Kirin turned him down, they would look for something on the drive.

      “I’ll take a look tonight,” Kirin said.

      “Maybe Conley would give you one of his trolls.” Lucy laughed. “I’m sure a fairy would love a troll to protect her little yard. Kia showed me pictures of the fairy gardens in Cassadaga. I can’t wait to go down there. I’ve been on the lookout for my gift ever since he told me about them.”

      “Conley won’t give up a troll,” Alida said. “He’s still angry I asked about them. He’s the one who got excited when we were in the mall and he found one with rainbow hair. I didn’t know it was his dragon’s secret.”

      Kirin reached down and swooped his daughter into his arms. “I’m sure Conley isn’t mad at you.”

      The young girl smiled at her dad before glancing in Diem’s direction. “Diem, trust your dragon.” She then turned her eyes on Gideon. “You think you know what you want, what you need. Let that go. None of this is going to turn out the way you want. It’s going to end up just the way you need. First, go to Florida. Then you’ll know what to do from there.”

      He was more than a thousand years old, and the little girl sent a chill down his spine. The air grew thick in the room. She was pulling on a force he didn’t understand. Gideon had spent years researching magic, and he couldn’t comprehend what the girl was doing, but he knew everything she said was the truth. She would make Kirin’s life challenging when she became a teenager.

      Diem’s bottom lip was between her teeth. Gideon wanted to reach over to her mouth and run his finger across her lips. The woman made his cold heart beat again. Truthfully, he wanted to know what her lips tasted like.

      Kirin cleared his throat, pulling him out of his thoughts. “Be safe on your trip to Florida. Talia and I will search for some evidence linking to Diem’s sister. If we find something, I’ll let you know.” He paused. “There’s a trinket shop on your way to Florida. I’ll text you the address.”

      Alida waved as her dad carried her out of the lab. Gideon hadn’t seen any cars in the front yard and figured the young girl would transport her father home.

      He knew it had been a long shot asking the dragon for a trinket. Money wasn’t something he had to worry about. Nobody lived a thousand years without having a hefty savings account. And the bank wasn’t the only place Gideon kept his fortune. His house in Ireland had a vault filled with gold. Dragons weren’t the only people to hoard gold. The need to find out what Diem wanted to hoard crossed his mind.

      “You guys are so lucky,” Lucy squeaked. “Once I’ve helped all the humans who were turned, Kia’s going to have to take me to the fairy garden. Then I can talk them into moving here.”

      “Fairies might have cute homes and love glitter,” Gideon replied, “but they aren’t the most trustworthy magical beings.”

      Diem huffed next to him. “And warlocks are trustworthy?”

      “I planned to call you.” Gideon had struggled with that each day. He hadn’t picked up the phone, because he wanted to prove she didn’t have a pull over him. Nobody would control him again.

      “Sure,” she grumbled and stood. “Lucy, do you have a room for me to sleep in? It’s been a long day, and I need a shower.”

      “We’re remodeling the guest rooms, but we do have one you two can share.”

      Gideon could sense the small lie. He thought about calling the little human out, but she turned and glared at him. He wondered why Diem couldn’t sense the lie. More than likely, she didn’t understand all of her senses. That was something they could work on while they drove to Florida. Sitting sixteen hours in the car with her would drive him wild. Just standing next to her, he felt the pull.

      “Thank you, Lucy, I’m sure Gideon will do fine on your couch.” Diem smiled at him.

      There was no way he would sleep on the couch or give her the satisfaction of trying to get one over on him. He didn’t say anything. She would learn quickly that he didn’t listen very well.

      Lucy smiled at Diem. “If you head down the hall, the first door after Kia’s lair is a spare bedroom. There should be fresh towels in the closet. My friend is still working on controlling her shifts. I keep a few changes of clothing in the room for her if you want to use those. Or I can send Kia up to the car to grab your bags.”

      “Thank you, but I don’t have anything.” Diem walked out of the room.

      “You’re going to have to help her,” Lucy pointed out.

      “I’m not sure I’m the best teacher.” Gideon couldn’t think of what he would have to offer her. “I’ll help her find her sister and bring her back here.”

      “You’re a horse’s behind.” Lucy shrugged and sat at her computer.

      “That’s not nice,” he shot back. “I thought humans were nicer than that.”

      “Dude, you called me a human. That’s rude.”

      It was his turn to shrug. “I never said I wasn’t rude.”

      “For being so old, I would think you wouldn’t fight the mating pull.”

      “Again, with the age comment. Maybe I’m wiser, and it will be easy to fight.” He stood. Diem should be out of the shower, and it was his turn.

      Lucy smiled. “The ones who think it will be easy to fight always fall the hardest. I just wish I could watch it happen.”

      It was no use arguing with Lucy. She’d made up her mind about what was going to happen. Gideon had gone more than a thousand years without a mate. He knew there was a slim chance Diem would want to be with him once she saw the man he truly was. Once his demons came out, she would run.

      When he reached the room, he didn’t bother knocking.

      “What the hell?” Diem squeaked and held the towel tighter around her body. “This is my room.”

      “Lucy said we could share, and I need a shower.” He pulled his T-shirt over his head and walked toward the bathroom.

      “Was that necessary?” she blustered.

      When he looked over his shoulder, he caught her staring at his ass, and her face turned the prettiest shade of pink. He closed the door and turned the water to cold. Nothing else would cool him down. The fresh water felt good as it ran down his body, but it didn’t help calm down his dick. He wrapped his hand around his hard shaft and thought of the blonde in the bedroom.

      When he’d walked into the room, he’d noticed the few drops of water still on her chest. His finger itched to help dry her off. Even her chest had turned a lovely shade of pink. He couldn’t help wondering if she turned that shade when she came. And that thought alone was enough to make him go over the edge like a teenager.

      Gideon turned off the water and grabbed a towel from the counter. He tied it around his waist and walked back into the bedroom. Diem sat on the bed, combing her hair as she looked out the window. He was a little disappointed to find her dressed in yoga pants and a T-shirt.

      “You need to put clothes on.”

      “I don’t see the point. I’m going to sleep naked,” Gideon said.

      “Nope,” she screeched. “I can’t sleep in the same bed next to you if you’re naked.”

      “I can control myself,” he taunted. “Unless—”

      “Can we go back to when you didn’t talk much and wanted nothing to do with me?”

      “Would it help if I put on shorts?” He walked over to the dresser and pulled out a pair of athletic shorts. They fit perfectly. When he turned around, Diem was staring at him with lustful eyes. And his dick was semihard again.

      “Better!” She moved to her side of the bed.

      He climbed in next to her and immediately knew he’d made the wrong decision. Her vanilla scent was the first thing to hit him, causing him to harden further. The bed was large, but he could still feel the heat coming off her body.

      She lay on top of the covers and rolled over. He couldn’t help but groan at the sight of her tight ass. It was going to be a long, painful night.
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      “Seriously, how can you be hungry again?” Gideon asked.

      The night before, she hadn’t slept a single minute, even after Gideon fell asleep next to her. Each time she tried to close her eyes, images of his naked chest flashed through her mind. He didn’t look a day over thirty.

      “I can’t control my stomach. Maybe I should’ve had Lucy check for a hole.”

      Kia had cooked enough to feed an army. When Diem walked into the kitchen and saw a pile of pancakes, eggs, waffles, and bacon, she wondered who else was coming, but nobody else showed up. The food tasted so good she hadn’t even realized she’d eaten six pancakes, three waffles, and a large portion of the bacon.

      “If you let me drive, you could eat.” Gideon held up a candy bar. “Or you could take a nap.”

      “You just don’t like that I’m driving.”

      “Jumping into the driver’s seat and locking the door was childish. This is my car.”

      “Did your mother not teach you to share?” She didn’t know anything about his family. In her short time in his house, she hadn’t seen a single photo.

      As for her family, the landlord had thrown away the only things she had that had belonged to her sister. Once she found her sister, she would do anything to make sure she was okay. Hopefully, the two of them would be able to figure out their new dragon sides—if she was also a dragon. Growing up, they’d figured out everything together. Her last night in the lab before she was shipped away, she’d caught a glimpse of a blonde who looked like her sister.

      Gideon’s voice brought her out of the haze. “I don’t remember much from my childhood, so I can’t answer your question.”

      “Do you remember your parents?”

      “Yes, but my childhood was different during that time. I’ve seen and done so much over the years. I don’t deserve happy memories.”

      Her heart ached for the warlock. Gideon was wrong. Everyone deserved a happy memory. She would figure out a way to make him smile more over the next few days.

      “Everyone deserves to be happy,” she said. “I’m sure you had a reason for all the bad you did over the years.”

      “Money and greed led me to do a lot of evil things.”

      “Then spend the rest of your life making up for it.”

      “It’s not that easy.” Gideon reached over and turned up the music. She guessed that was his cue. He no longer wanted to talk.

      Diem enjoyed watching the scenery pass by. When she’d been a pilot, she’d worked well over fifty hours a week. She’d spent more days in hotels than in her own bed—which no longer existed, thanks to Kael. When Gideon had killed the man, she’d felt no remorse.

      Relief and shame washed over her. He hadn’t gotten a trial. Kirin had brought in some man who made the decision that Kael would die. The supernatural world had its own set of laws, which she couldn’t find a book about.

      She still didn’t know if sitting in a car with Gideon for sixteen hours was the right decision. Her dragon thought it was and sat in the back of her mind, purring. Gideon was one thing Diem still didn’t understand. He’d confirmed they were mates, but she hadn’t gotten the full meaning of that. Lucy had said something about them being made for each other.

      Does that mean we’ll date, or is he going to ignore the fact that he demanded I have his kid? Over the years, she’d saved enough money and wanted a family but never found a man she clicked with. She’d had a plan to cut down at work once she was pregnant. Kayda kept telling her she was crazy for wanting to become a mom by herself. Now she still didn’t know if she would get to be a mom.

      Her foster parents had been neglectful. Diem knew what not to do. She just wanted to love someone. Maybe that wasn’t a good reason to get pregnant, but it was her decision.

      “Why do you want kids?” Gideon asked, breaking the silence.

      “Can you read minds like Kirin’s daughter?”

      “No. I was just thinking about what you said. I was curious why you went to the fertility clinic.”

      She had two choices: to have a conversation with Gideon or tell him it was none of his business. She found herself wanting to talk to him.

      “I wanted a kid.”

      Gideon didn’t respond immediately. He glanced out the window before turning his light-green eyes on her. “Then why didn’t you date?” he ground out between clenched teeth.

      “I tried dating over the years, and it didn’t work out. Kayda took me to the bar we were taken from to try one more time to hook me up. She thought I should find a man before having a kid.”

      “You should have.”

      “You’re showing your age with that comment. Women don’t need a man at their side to have kids. Plenty of women have done it on their own. Don’t get me wrong. I know it would’ve been a lot of hard work, and my kid would’ve asked questions, but I don’t need a man to define me or help me.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “You told Lucy you don’t want kids now.”

      “How can I? Nobody seems to want to help me with this whole shifter thing. I don’t even know if I would lay an egg or have a kid the normal way.”

      Gideon tilted his head to the side. “You could have a kid either way.”

      The car swerved for a second. She’d said the egg thing as a joke. When she saw the smile on his face, she knew he was kidding. “Who knew you had a sense of humor?”

      “Women dragons didn’t exist until you. There’re a few species that can lay eggs or give birth naturally. Since there has never been a female dragon, you would be better off giving birth naturally. The amount of time a pregnancy lasts can vary from shifter to shifter.”

      Well, shit. “So nobody has a clue how a dragon pregnancy will go?”

      “Correct, I only know a few things about dragons. They are very quiet with their secrets. A lot of shifters don’t even know dragons exist. They're rare, and that’s because of Kirin.”

      Great. I’ll have to ask Kirin and his family for more help.

      “I know you might’ve lost your house, and I’m sorry for that, but in the study, it was full of books. Were those shifter books or all kinds of books?”

      “It’s just a house, and I have plenty more. The books were about magic. One thing I know is dragons like to collect things. Have you had the urge to collect and store?”

      “Maybe.”

      Her dragon wanted to collect anything shiny, but she was staying in a hotel. She had to know where to store the trinkets or shoes. The high-heel pink Jimmy Choo shoes she’d seen flashed through her mind. Even if she had somewhere to store them, her dragon needed to learn the concept of money.

      “You need to collect,” Gideon said.

      “What I need is to find my sister.”

      “Denying your dragon its urge to collect can be dangerous. The human and animal need to create a give-and-take.”

      “What will happen if I deny the urge too long?”

      “Your dragon might take over and take what it wants.”

      Well, fuck. That was not what she wanted to hear. “The dragon seems to want a lot of trinkets. She also wants to find a cave. It’s not like I can pull up Zillow and see if someone is selling a cave.”

      Gideon chuckled, and she loved the sound even if he was laughing at her. “You’re right. They don’t sell caves on the open market. But I might have one I can give you.”

      Taking Gideon up on his offer meant she needed to trust him. “How do I know that you won’t steal my trinkets?”

      “You’re my mate,” Gideon replied as if that was the answer to the world’s problems.

      “You need to explain this whole mate thing to me.” She sighed.

      “We have time.”

      “Not telling me is so frustrating.”

      “Do you want to talk about it or get the present for the fairy?” Gideon pointed to the exit and a small shop off to the side. “That’s the place Kirin was talking about, but if you want to sit and talk, we can.” When Kirin had said the place would have treasures the fairy would like, Diem had expected a cute shop, maybe even with a fairy garden on the outside. Instead, the place looked like it was straight out of a horror film. Wind chimes hung from a massive oak tree in the front yard—not your everyday wind chimes. These were made of bone. A murder of crows flew over the car, adding to the scary vibe. The blinds were drawn back, and an elderly woman looked through the window.

      Diem hadn’t turned off the car. “I’m sure we can find a mall on our way. Even a truck stop will have better items than this place.”

      Gideon stared at the old building. “Things aren’t always as they seem. You wanted to learn more about the spiritual side. Now we’re going to have our first lesson. Tell me what you feel.”

      “You want to have a therapy session? If knowing my feelings really helps, I’m freaked. I don’t like haunted houses during Halloween and you expect me to walk into one in May?”

      The man rolled his eyes. “I can tell you’re scared. When I asked what you felt, I meant the air and your surroundings. The dragon can sense things on a level your human side can’t. You two need to work together.”

      Her dragon huffed in her mind, so she let her sense reach out using her inner dragon. “The air has a heaviness to it.”

      “That’s good. She’s using a lot of magic to put a glamour spell on the place. It will keep people away who can’t see through it.” Gideon reached over to grab Diem’s hand. When their fingers brushed, he sent a shock through her system.

      “What the hell was that?”

      He ignored her question and gripped her hand. Gideon chanted something low. She couldn’t understand the words, but the longer he spoke, the more the air changed. It wasn’t as heavy. She could breathe better, and the darkness around the place lifted. She didn’t know what he’d done, but the fear of walking into the place went away.

      When she glanced back at the small shop, it no longer looked like something out of a Stephen King movie. The white paint was crisp. Pink and yellow flowers lined the beds.

      Gideon exited the car and walked over to her side. He held out his hand and helped her out. A woman walked out of the front door. Her hair was straight blond with pink streaks. She wore tight black pants and a pink top.

      She glared at Diem before turning her smile to Gideon. “It’s been so long. I’ve missed you.”

      Gideon squeezed my hand. “Can’t say the same, Ursula. When did you move to Georgia?”

      The woman crossed her arms. “After you left me. My mother died, and I came to take care of the shop.”

      “I never left you. We were never together.”

      Ursula glared at Diem. “How could you bring that thing here?”

      The dragon inside her didn’t like the way the woman was speaking, and she could feel the push to her skin.

      “Do you really want to have it out? You will not disrespect Diem. We came to pick something up, but if you have nothing to sell, we’ll be on our way.”

      “Come in.”

      The way she said "come in" matched the way the house had looked when they first drove up. Diem hoped Gideon knew what he was doing because the woman didn’t seem to be trustworthy.
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      “This place is so cool.” Diem held a small gem in her hand.

      “Let’s look over there.” He pointed to the back door. Shops like this one kept the good things hidden. Gideon could feel the pull of the magic from the back room.

      “I think that’s for employees only.” Diem bit her lip as she looked up at him.

      “So?” Gideon shrugged. “What we need is back there.”

      Ursula would hide her gems in the back. Like she hides her true self.

      The woman was pure evil but would have what they needed. Gideon didn’t have time to find another shop. He wished Kirin had mentioned that Ursula ran the shop. He could feel Ursula's eyes on him as he pulled open the back door. Magic hummed around him as he took a step into the small room.

      “These don’t look any different from the ones in the main area,” Diem said.

      She was right. They looked exactly the same. Yet these were ten times the price. He knew she couldn’t tell the difference between magic stones, but the fairy they were buying it for could, and he could as well.

      Gideon picked up a pink gem like the one she held in the other room. “This stone can help boost healing powers.”

      “How?” Diem asked.

      “Some supernaturals don’t have enough power to do certain spells,” Gideon explained. “If they hold this stone while trying to cast a spell, it will help enhance their powers.”

      “Oh.”

      “Fairies do like trinkets for their gardens, but they love enhanced gems. They can help guide someone without a boost, but they can’t cast a spell.”

      “How can we tell what the gems do?”

      “I can sense the magic in the stones. Unlike fairies, warlocks don’t need the extra boost.”

      Diem picked up a white gem that most would mistake for a diamond. Her delicate fingers wrapped around it, and the small action made Gideon’s dick semihard.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “What can this gem help with?” she asked.

      “The clear white gems have the power to heal.”

      Some gems he didn’t need to touch to know what they did. Different shades of white and clear were healing stones. The clearer the gem, the more powerful it was. Pink and red ones were linked to fire, blue gems let someone utilize the power of water, green pulled magic from the ground, and black gems were banned. They were the only kind of gem that someone could use to kill a shifter. All other color gems someone had enhanced with magic, and he would need to touch them to figure out their powers.

      “What do you think the fairy would want?”

      Fairies were close with nature, and when they used magic, they wanted to pull it from the ground. He scanned the small area and pulled out a green gem. “This one.”

      Diem’s eyes went back to the pink gem. “Why not that one?”

      It didn’t surprise him. She was reaching for the pink gem. Her dragon would want to be close to the fire magic.

      And he wanted her to have it. Something deep inside him turned, knowing he might be the person to buy her dragon its first treasure.

      “Pink is fire gems. Your dragon doesn’t need it, but from the flicker in your eyes, it wants it.”

      He would teach her how to use the gem. They still had eight hours left on the trip. Most stores sold necklaces that would stretch during a shift. If she placed the pink gem around her neck and shifted, Diem would have more control over her fire. It would also burn hotter.

      Since they were hunting the people who held her sister, it was a good idea to increase her powers. He wasn’t sure what they were going to come up against.

      She placed the gem back on the shelf. “I can’t have everything I want.”

      Gideon reached over and grabbed the gem. “Let’s pay and get out of here before something happens.”

      Diem’s eyes widened. He didn’t answer the question hanging in the air. He reached for her hand, and they walked back out into the common area. Ursula stood behind the counter, watching them with her black eyes. She long ago had sold her soul to the devil. Rumor had it she died a few times, but Lucifer hadn’t wanted to deal with her. So she continued to live on the earth plane.

      He set the two gems on the counter.

      “I’m willing to do barter for these instead of money,” Ursula said, looking at Diem.

      “No,” Gideon said.

      Fuck. This wasn’t going to end well. When Ursula had set her sights on someone or something, she wouldn’t stop until she got what she wanted. And her current target was Diem. Gideon’s magic was strong enough to take her down, but it didn’t mean they wouldn’t come out unharmed. Diem glanced at him as his magic rolled off him in waves.

      “What do you mean, ‘barter’?” Diem asked. “We don’t have anything you would want.”

      Gideon pulled his magic to the surface and waited for Ursula to answer.

      “All I want is a scale,” she told them in the sweetest voice.

      “No!” he ground out.

      If someone got ahold of a dragon scale, that person could control the dragon. This was a legend passed down through the ages. He didn’t know if it was true, but there was no way he would let Diem take the chance.

      “It’s not your choice, Gideon. It’s hers. You can give me a scale and you can have the gems, or you can leave.”

      “I’ll pay you for the gems.”

      “One of the things I changed when I took over the shop is all magical items are bought by barter.” Her lip twitched into an evil grin. “I know your dragon wants that gem.”

      Fuck. Diem tensed next to them. The only way they were going to get out of the shop was by fighting. Nobody in the spiritual community would be upset if something happened to Ursula. Still, he didn’t want to bring Diem into the fight.

      “You know what?” Diem said. “I don’t think I like you very much. Gideon, we can find another store. As for the gem, my dragon couldn't care less.”

      Gideon tasted the lie in the air. Her dragon still wanted the gem.

      “Doesn’t matter anymore. You’re in my shop, and I want the scale.” Ursula's eyes flashed deep red.

      Diem grabbed his hand, and he moved a little to the left, blocking her. The fight was going to happen, no matter what. He reached for the gems and swiped them off the counter before Ursula could grab them.

      “Run!” Gideon hissed at Diem.

      The stubborn woman didn’t move. She squared her shoulders and stood next to him. Ursula's face twisted, and her hair went from blond to black. Keeping a disguise on took up magic, and Ursula was ready to fight.

      “Don’t change,” Gideon ground out. If Diem changed, it would give Ursula a better chance to get what she wanted.

      “I can’t help you unless I change,” she pointed out. “And I really want to eat that bitch.”

      That bitch was now nine feet tall. Her tentacles reached out for them. Gideon called on his magic and blocked her.

      When he touched Diem again, he could feel her fire course through his body. In over a thousand years, he’d never had this reaction when he touched someone. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the ball of fire.

      Ursula was building up her magic. It wasn’t something she carried inside of her. She had to work to use it. He took that opportunity to send a bolt of fire at the woman. It knocked her over, and she screamed in pain. If Diem hadn’t been with him, he would have used the opportunity to take Ursula out. There would still be a chance Lucifer wouldn’t take her, but he wanted to get Diem to safety.

      He grabbed her hand and ran toward the door. “Get in the passenger side,” Gideon yelled.

      Diem didn’t fight him. She let go of his hand, ran to the other side of the car, and got in. He jumped into the driver's side. Ursula burst through her shop door. Black magic flickered from her hands. He didn’t wait to see what she’d planned. Gideon pushed the start button on his car and took off. A blast of magic hit the back of his car, pushing them forward.

      He’d put a spell on his vehicles so magic couldn’t penetrate. Some might think he was a little over the top, but after coming out of mind control, he’d upped his security in every aspect of his life.

      “What the hell was that?” Diem screeched as she peered over the back of the seat. They were a mile away. Ursula wasn’t behind them, but that didn’t mean he didn’t worry about her coming after them later.

      “Ursula,” he answered.

      Diem glared over at him. “I know what her name is, but that was a little unbelievable.”

      “She is a prime example of what happens when you make a deal with Lucifer.”

      “As in, the devil?” She laughed. When he didn’t respond immediately, she continued. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Rumors have floated around that she sold her soul and Lucifer doesn’t want her in hell.”

      Over a thousand years, he’d seen death and destruction. He believed the rumors about Lucifer. But he wasn’t sure he accepted that the man’s bodyguard was a pandacorn.

      “Do you still have the white gem?” she asked.

      He drew it out of his pocket and handed it to her.

      “Do you think she will give us some information?” she asked.

      “Fairies are not always trustworthy, but we can try. Emma is a good person. Kirin is working with the council, so these are our only options.”

      “I’m worried about my sister.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the other gem. “I got this for your dragon.”

      Her fingers brushed against his palm as she grabbed the gem. “Thank you.” She was quiet for a couple of seconds. “Is this how you sent the fire?”

      “No.” He let out a sigh. “When I touched your hand, I could pull from your fire. I think it has something to do with the fact that we’re mates.”

      “Why would that happen?”

      Over the years, his friends had found mates, and he’d worked with people who were mated, but he never asked what changed. He’d never thought he would find his mate. Sitting next to Diem, he didn’t know what he would do without her, but telling her that would reveal a weakness. Gideon refused to let anyone find his faults again. He knew it would be hard to fight the bond between them.

      “It happens because our powers bind together. When two mate, their powers will lock, and different powers might appear.”

      They sat in silence for a few hours until Diem’s stomach growled. It was getting late, and they needed to stop for the night. He was sure Ursula hadn’t followed, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t come after them.

      “Hungry?” he asked.

      “I’m constantly hungry. Haven’t you learned that about me yet?” Diem grumbled.

      They were close to the Florida-Georgia border. They would spend the night in the hotel and get up early to finish the drive. And hopefully, they would get answers about her sister.
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      Another night with little sleep. Gideon had insisted they share a room—a one-bed room. Once again, the sexy man slept without his shirt on, and she’d spent the night trying not to touch him.

      Now they were turning off the exit to Cassadaga, and hopefully, she could get some answers. The pink gem Gideon had stolen for her was in her pocket. Her dragon wanted to fly to a cave and put it away for safekeeping.

      She didn’t have a cave. The dragon reminded her about the one Gideon said she could use. But her life would have to wait until she found Kayda.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” she asked. Little shops lined the streets, all with signs claiming they could read her palm. Her gaze met that of an elderly woman walking out of the shop with a smile on her face.

      “Yes. I take a right at the next turn, and it’s almost at the end of the road.”

      She couldn’t help but smile at the Spirits Crossing sign. “Have you been here before?”

      “Yes,” he grumbled. The way he answered her made her feel a little uneasy. “This is it.” Gideon pulled into a gravel parking space.

      A yellow sign marked the start of the trail. She didn’t understand why they were heading to the garden area.

      “You’re dealing with fairies. This might not seem like much yet, but wait until we get through the magic barrier.” Gideon grabbed her hand and led her down the path.

      So many sections were colorful. The little details in the tiny homes caught her attention, but Gideon kept pulling her down the trail. When they reached the giant butterfly wings, she demanded a picture. The man rolled his eyes but snapped one for her—Kia had given them a burner phone before they left. He refused to stand next to the wings so she could take a photo of him. At the end of the path was a park bench, but Gideon didn’t slow down. He tugged her through the branches and overgrown bushes.

      On the other side was a cute white home. Colorful wind chimes lined the trees. The soft Florida breeze caused them to play a sweet melody. It was almost hypnotizing.

      They walked up the stairs to the house, and Gideon knocked on the door. He still clutched her hand, and she liked how it made her feel safer.

      The door swung open, and a woman stood frowning at them. Behind her was a large man. He had to be close to seven feet tall.

      “Gideon, what are you doing here?” Her words came out almost as a whisper.

      The man behind her crossed his arms and glared down at Gideon. It seemed that Gideon wasn’t liked by many. Diem wasn’t sure if this encounter was going to go like the one at the shop.

      “Hello, Emma and Garth,” Gideon said. “I didn’t know you guys were together.”

      The giant reached around the woman’s waist and drew her closer. He hadn’t stopped glaring, and she thought he was also growling. “Emma is my mate.”

      Gideon pulled Diem to his side and wrapped his arm around her waist. “We need your help.”

      “You think my mate will help you after what you did?” the man growled. “You left with no word. We were supposed to look out for each other.”

      Diem didn’t like how the man was talking to Gideon. Something came over her. “I’m sure you heard that someone had mind control over him. He couldn’t have known what he was doing. We worked hard to bring you something so you can help me.”

      The tall man growled louder. Fuck.

      Emma patted her man on the chest. “Stop growling, Garth.” She turned toward Gideon and Diem. “I’m sorry that happened to you, Gideon, but what you did happened way before the mind control.”

      Diem was worried. “You know that’s over a hundred years ago, right?”

      “There was nothing I could do.” Gideon shrugged. “I tried to save her.”

      Emma closed her eyes for a second. “I know it’s not your fault. It’s—”

      “It’s hard to see me.” Gideon let out a sigh. “That’s why I left, but I need your help.”

      Diem held out her hand. “We brought you this. Gideon thought you would trade this for help.”

      Emma wiped a tear from her eyes. “You remembered.” She knitted her brow. “I thought Ursula took over her mom’s shop. That’s the only place you can find these.”

      “She was there.”

      The woman put the gem in her pocket and stepped to the side. Her husband did the same, but he still frowned at Gideon. There was something between the three, and Diem felt out of place. Gideon was keeping secrets from her, and based on the conversation, it seemed like that might affect her ability to see her sister again.

      “Thank you.”

      She and Gideon walked into the home. She followed Emma into a small room. Red drapes covered the wall. In the center was a small table with two chairs. Gideon leaned against the doorframe, not stepping completely into the room.

      Emma nodded toward the open chair. “I don’t know how all this works.”

      “Take a deep breath.” Emma set a globe on the table before sitting down.

      Diem tried not to laugh. The woman was going to tell her where her sister was with a globe. It wouldn’t be the strangest thing to happen in the last twenty-four hours, but it was hard to believe the globe knew the truth. She watched as it magically filled with smoke. The side of her brain that still didn’t understand the supernatural world didn’t believe a smoke-filled globe would hold the answer.

      Movement near the door caught her attention. Garth was motioning for Gideon to follow him out the door. Gideon’s eyes were on Diem. She understood the silent question and nodded. He turned and walked out with Garth. Now she was alone with Emma and a smoked-filled ball. Butterflies danced in her stomach, making her want to throw up.

      “You want answers about your sister,” Emma said.

      “How do you know that?”

      The pretty woman arched her manicured brow.

      “Sorry—still new to this supernatural stuff,” Diem said and regretted letting that piece of information slip.

      “You will struggle at first, but Gideon will help you find your way.”

      “Is that what you see?”

      “No. I can see the struggle in your face. Your aura has red in it, and I’m guessing that is from anger mixed with turmoil.”

      “How do you know Gideon will help me?”

      Emma smiled softly. “Whenever he looks at you, his eyes soften. I’ve known him for three hundred years, and I’ve never seen him soften around anyone. His aura has also changed, but Gideon will fight for what he feels for you because he thinks he doesn’t deserve happiness. He’s a good man.”

      There was no doubt in her mind that Gideon was a good man. He’d agreed to drive with her, even after someone came after her. “Why does he think he doesn’t deserve happiness?”

      “That isn’t my story to tell,” Emma said.

      “How about why you looked shocked to see him and your husband wanted to kill him? How sure can I be that your husband isn’t trying to kill him right now?”

      “Garth wouldn’t hurt Gideon. You’ll need to have him tell you the story. My mate is a good man. He can tell when my mood changes, and when I saw Gideon, I was sad—not because of him but because of the memory that came to mind.”

      Diem was sick of people only telling her half stories. When they left the house, she would ask that Gideon explain what had happened. Even if he didn’t want to talk about it, she would demand answers.

      “What can you tell me about my sister? I’m trying to find her.”

      “Your twin sister is safe for now, but you need to find her.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      Emma rested her hands on the ball. The smoke inside it swirled and turned from white to purple. Her lips turned down as she stared into the swirling smoke. “You need to go on a spiritual journey to find her.”

      “Aren’t you a spiritual person? Is this the journey?”

      “Yes, but no journey is easy. The spirits have already set in motion the path you need to take. They are clouding the information I have to see to tell you what you need. From what I understand, you have the answers in your mind. You aren’t tapping the information you need.”

      “What the fuck?” she huffed. “I’ve racked my brain a million times, and I can’t remember.”

      “A spiritual awakening will help you find your answers.”

      “Like going to the desert and smoking peyote?”

      “Not the desert—more like the beach. The shaman will be with you the whole time. The place you need to go gives you a plant-based medicine.”

      I have to do drugs to find my sister. Will I be able to control my dragon with the medications? That was just what the world needed—a high dragon flying around the beach.

      “What other option do I have to find her?”

      “This is your only option. The place you need to go to is in Costa Rica. There’s a shaman there by the name of Ethno, and he will help you on your journey. Too many things from your past are hidden. You need to uncover your hidden secrets to find your sister.”

      “I don’t have secrets.” Diem ground her teeth. “All I want is to have life go back to normal and to find my sister. In my research, I was told you were the best. Now you won’t help me.”

      “Right now, you don’t understand, but at the end of your journey, you will have your answers to questions you didn’t even know you needed answers to.”

      Diem’s head was pounding. It would take a week to drive all the way from Florida to Costa Rica. She didn’t even have her passport with her.

      “I really hate this supernatural shit. Why can’t I go back to being human?”

      “The spirits gave me a glimpse of your future. Everything will work out as long as you follow your journey. That man in the other room will be your rock during the hard moments. Lean on him, and you will heal together.”

      “Why is everything so hard?” Diem asked.

      Emma’s eyes softened, but before she could say anything, Gideon was back at the door. “You get your answers?” His arms flexed against his black T-shirt. The man was too sexy for his own good.

      “I’m supposed to go on a spiritual journey.”

      “It’s been a long time since I went on one of those.” His lip twitched. “This should be fun.”

      The man was crazy. How can he possibly think a spiritual journey will be fun? Sadness washed over her as she thought about her sister waiting for her to come and get her.

      “It’s going to take a week to get all the way to Costa Rica.”

      “Not if we fly.”

      A new wave of worry washed over her. Flying was something she hadn’t been able to do since becoming a dragon. It was something she missed. Her job as a pilot had allowed her to see the world. After Kael was taken down, she tried to go back to work. She told her employer she’d gotten in a car accident and had been in a coma. The council helped forge the documents for her.

      But the second she sat in the cockpit, her world changed. The dragon pushed at her skin. It did not like being in a small area. Sweat poured down her face, and she fought herself for the whole six-hour flight. After she landed, she quit and drove back home.

      If she couldn’t get on a plane, she would be letting her sister down.
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      “This is bullshit!” Diem shouted.

      He wasn’t surprised they hadn’t gotten an exact location with an arrow pointing to it. That wasn’t how readings worked. Seeing a shaman wasn’t something he’d expected to do, but it was something he’d done in the past, and it had helped.

      The vision helped him find his way. Which he’d lost again. Maybe the drugs would help him figure out his future too.

      Ethno was the same shaman Gideon had gone to centuries before. He was the only shaman who knew about shifters. There would be a good chance of a change during the ritual, and Diem wasn’t in control of her dragon. That could be dangerous to her and those around her.

      He held back his smile as she stomped her little feet down the trail. She felt so small next to him. He also didn’t miss how she kept her hand on the gem he gave her. Deep down, he wanted her to have his cave on his property.

      “Are you even listening to me?” she grumbled.

      “Yes. You're mad. You didn’t get the perfect answer.” Gideon shrugged. “Like Alida couldn’t tell us the future even though she knows it. The fairy can send us in the direction we need to go.”

      She ran her hand through her hair and sat down on the decorated bench. The garden had changed a lot since the last time he was there. More grass had been cleared out and more bright colors added.

      “I thought I would be closer to finding her,” she said.

      He didn’t like how sad her voice sounded. “I promise we will find her.”

      “When? Am I going to go have this vision that will send me on another path that leads to another journey?”

      “I don’t know, but the only way to find out is to go to Costa Rica.”

      “How expensive is this shaman?”

      The price for a human wasn’t bad. Ethno didn’t charge the same for shifters and humans. He tacked on a fee for shifters because there might be a chance they destroyed the hut or building.

      “It’s been years since I went. If I had to guess, around twenty thousand dollars each, and if we don’t destroy the place, we get a portion of the money back.”

      “I can’t afford that. And I don’t expect you to pay for yours.”

      He had more money than he knew what to do with, and he wouldn’t hesitate to use it to help Diem find her sister. “Let me worry about the money.”

      “I can’t let you pay. There has to be another way.”

      “There’s not.” He pressed a kiss to the back of her hand.

      His chest tightened as his lips touched her soft skin. He didn’t know how much longer he could fight the pull. Diem would be his, even if he wasn’t good enough for her.

      “Why don’t you sit here and enjoy the view?” he said. “I’m going to make a few phone calls.”

      “Okay.”

      He didn’t leave the seat as he pulled out his phone. It didn’t take long before he’d found a private jet to take them to Costa Rica. The call to Ethno was a little harder. The man said they didn’t have any open spots. But when Gideon offered him a hundred grand, the spots magically opened.

      “I think we should stop and grab some food before we head to the airport,” he said, and Diem tensed. “If we could drive, we would, Diem.”

      “Try explaining that to my dragon.” She sighed.

      The ritual might also help her become one with her dragon.

      “Maybe if we fill you full of food, you can sleep on the plane. I would say you could fly us there, but I’m not sure your dragon could carry me on your back that far, and it would still take a few days.”

      “Will you hold me on the plane?” Her face turned pink. “I meant my hand. When you touch me, my dragon is a lot calmer.”

      Holy shit. Her words sent a new wave of protectiveness through him.

      “Yes.” He stood from the bench and pulled her up.

      His tug was a little harder than he expected, and she flew into his arms. Her small hands pressed against his chest. He could feel the heat from them. The need to capture her lips was at the front of his brain. When he was about to lower his head, her stomach growled, reminding him that he needed to take care of her.

      Instead of pressing his lips to hers, he stepped back, and he heard a faint whine come from her.

      “There’s a restaurant in the hotel on the main street. We can stop there for a bite and then head to the executive airport near downtown Orlando.”

      He shifted to get more comfortable as they walked to the car. His dick was still painfully hard. But he couldn’t cave in to his needs. Yet.

      “What did Garth want to talk to you about?” she asked.

      “He wanted to tell me it wasn’t my fault.” Gideon had dodged the alpha for years. It wasn’t too hard since the guy hated technology and hadn’t had a phone. “Garth needs to learn to mind his own business.”

      “When we first came to the door, he looked mad.”

      Garth always looked mad, except during their conversation when he’d talked about Emma, and a rare smile had brushed his lips. Those two deserved each other, and he couldn’t be happier for them.

      “I think his surprised face and mad face look about the same.” Gideon laughed.

      “Are you going to tell me the story?”

      It wasn’t pretty. Hell, it still haunted him at night. The cry for help before…

      He shook his head, trying to get the image out of his mind. “It’s a long story.” He wished she would drop it, but she had a right to know what kind of man he was.

      “We have a long plane ride. Maybe the story would keep my mind busy.”

      “Or make you wish you weren’t in the same room as me,” he replied.

      “I’m not sure that could happen. Most of the time, when we do something wrong, we think it’s ten times worse than what others might think.”

      They reached the car, and he opened the side passenger door for her to get in. He wasn’t sure he could ever sit in the passenger seat again. The woman drove like a maniac. She’d somehow sped through Georgia without getting a ticket. That never happened. Georgia was known for handing out tickets like candy.

      Once she was inside, he got in and headed to the restaurant. It was a weekday, and the place wasn’t bustling. On the weekends, Cassadaga was flooded with tourists wanting to get their palms read.

      The waitress seated them by the front windows. Diem ordered half the menu. He didn’t care as long as she was hungry. Garth was the alpha of the local wolf pack, and Gideon figured they came into town often and ate. They would have an appetite like Diem’s.

      He wanted to know more about Diem. Once the waitress walked away, he asked, “Before all of this happened, did you live in West Virginia?”

      “No, I lived near Fairfax, Virginia, and worked out of the Dulles airport.”

      “Did you get kidnapped from a bar in West Virginia?”

      “Nope. My sister worked at the pentagon. We went out one night to a bar in DC.”

      He hadn’t looked into Diem’s sister much. After Diem had left the bar, asking for his help, he’d looked at the basics of her file. There wasn’t much in it. The data Kael had was erased before Kirin and his brothers could get to the other labs. Now Gideon was worried about what kind of information people could get out of Diem’s sister.

      “She said she worked for the Department of Defense.”

      “What did she go to school for? And it doesn’t sound like you think she worked for the DOD.”

      “Kayda has a degree in biomedical engineering. She got the job straight out of college, but it seems like she traveled more than I did, and I was a pilot.”

      There could be a chance the people who’d taken Diem and her sister had actually been after Kayda. He’d seen over the years how the government worked to make super soldiers. A select few high office government officials knew about shifters. She might have been traced from the fertility clinic.

      “Maybe you weren’t the target. It could’ve been your sister all along.”

      “That’s what I thought, but her boss told me she was working on a project to help design fingers.” Diem’s nose scrunched.

      It took him a second to figure out what she was talking about. “You mean if someone loses a finger in the field, she would have a replacement? That doesn’t sound very state-of-the-art.”

      “They were doing full scans of military men. And if they lost a finger, they could recreate it. Not only did the finger look the same, but it would also function the same, all the way down to the touch. This research was the beginning of the future.”

      “That sounds amazing, but I’m not sure that would lead someone… holy shit.”

      “You figured out what the link could be?” Diem asked.

      “Maybe. Shifters can heal fast. Let’s say you almost slice your finger off.”

      Diem nodded.

      “In a matter of minutes, your body will heal, and your finger will work perfectly. That’s one of the reasons it’s so hard to kill any type of shifter. The healing happens so fast, but if a shifter has tons of wounds, that could cause death.”

      He stopped talking when the waitress filled up the table with food. She had to set a few of the dishes on the table next to them. Diem’s cheeks pinked as she looked at it all. The waitress asked them if they needed anything else then left the table.

      Diem took a bite of food before saying, “I’m sure if my sister had known about shifters, she would’ve told me.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to sound like an ass, but you’re not even sure if she told you where she actually worked.”

      “Now you care about sounding like an ass?” She laughed.

      He deserved that. It was his defense mechanism to help deal with the fact that she did things to his body, things he never thought would be possible. Now he didn’t know what it would be like if she wasn’t around.

      “Let’s play hypotheticals. If Kayda used her own blood in an experiment, it would change the outcome in a different way than someone else’s blood. And if that information got into the wrong hands, they could easily find out she had a sister. There might be a chance they are using your sister to get what they need. You could be her weakness.”

      “But they don’t have me any longer.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t know that,” he said.

      A movement out the window caught his eye. Fuck. He wasn’t sure how Ursula had found them so fast. Diem didn’t see the threat because her back was to the window.

      Gideon reached in his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and threw five hundred dollars on the table. It should cover the massive amount of food she’d ordered. “We need to go.”

      Diem didn’t ask questions. She was out of her seat a second later. She grabbed a piece of pizza from the table. He couldn’t help but smile.

      The waitress was headed their way. “I left enough money on the table, but we need a different exit.”

      He had to give the woman credit. She didn’t ask any questions. “There’s a secret door to the left. It will take you to the back of the building.” She eyed him for a second. “Do I need to call Garth?”

      She wasn’t a shifter. He would have sensed it the second he walked in. He also didn’t have time to figure out how a human knew about shifters. “Tell him Ursula is in town. He’ll know what to do.”

      He tugged Diem toward the back door. It easily pushed open. They entered a dark, narrow hallway. He could barely see as he jogged toward the exit. Diem didn’t say a word, just kept a grip on his hand. When he reached the door, he placed his ear against it, trying to hear what was on the other side.

      “This seems a little like déjà vu. Are we going to fight four men on the other side?” she asked.

      “Hopefully, we don’t have to fight anyone. And the bitch didn’t see me through the window. What I want to know is how she found us.”

      He slowly opened the door and stepped outside. The back alley was empty, but they would still need to get to his car parked out front. When they made it around the front of the building, he saw her standing next to his car.

      “I’m going to distract her. When she isn’t watching, I need you to get into the car and make your way back to the fairy garden and wait for me. If I don’t show up in ten minutes, find Garth.”

      “Not going to happen. We do this together.”

      “We don’t have time to argue. Just do as I ask.” He didn’t wait for her answer or a nod. Instead, he stepped outside the shadow. “Hey, Ursula, what brings you to Florida?”

      Her head whipped around, and he led her in the opposite direction of his car. Ursula had her disguise back in place. She looked like a beautiful blonde most men would trip over their feet to get to, but he knew the actual person who hid inside.

      Once across the street, he waited for her. Her high heels clicked against the road. What he didn’t expect was for her men to pull a gun on him in broad daylight.

      “Move,” she hissed.

      He turned and walked back across the street to the alley. At least Diem would make it out. But he wasn’t sure he would.
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      Stupid man. Does he really think I’m going to go and sit while some crazy-ass bitch tries to kill him? Diem pushed the start button to his fancy sports car. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be too mad if she put a dent in it.

      She pulled out of the parking spot and watched as the woman and her two men pointed a gun at Gideon. Nobody else was paying attention to the three of them. They walked across the street down the alley.

      Luckily, the alley would give her cover. She slowly drove down the street. Her veins turned to fire when she saw the two men halfway down the alley, still pointing a gun at Gideon’s head. She knew the second her warlock saw her. His eyes glowed deep green. He was mad.

      Tough shit. She wasn’t going to let him get hurt, but she did hope he would jump out of the way. The car lurched forward as she slammed her foot down on the gas pedal. Cars were never something she’d cared about, but this thing handled like a beauty and was fast. Gideon jumped to the side as she took out the three people trying to kill him.

      Ursula screamed as she flew over the car. The two men fell to the ground, and she ran over to them. She couldn’t help but wince as the car bounced. Once she was at the end of the alley, she slammed on the brakes, and they skidded to a halt. In the review mirror, she saw Gideon running for the car. The two men weren’t moving. Guilt washed over Diem. She’d never killed anyone before.

      But she stopped feeling guilty as she watched Ursula peel her body off the ground and stand up. Her blond hair was no longer perfect. Her red dress was torn on the side, and she was missing a shoe. She limped down the alley toward them.

      Gideon threw the door open and jumped in. “Go!” he yelled.

      Diem slammed her foot on the gas, forgetting that she’d put the car in reverse. It sped backward as fast as it had gone forward. The car bumped as it went over the two bodies, and she heard the third crunch as it ran over Ursula.

      “That won’t kill her,” Gideon grumbled. “We need to get out of here before she gets back up.”

      He reached over and slipped the car into drive. Diem slammed her foot on the gas, and the car lurched forward and sped down the alley. The bump over the bodies hadn’t been as bad the third time.

      “Do you think I killed the two men?” Diem asked.

      “Maybe, but they were going to try to kill me.”

      “I don’t feel bad.”

      “And you shouldn’t. If they worked for Ursula, they’ve done evil things.”

      “I was worried about you.”

      “Next time, you need to save yourself. I about died of a heart attack when I saw the car coming down the alley.”

      She didn’t bother replying to that. There was no doubt in her mind that she would always try to save him, even after they went their separate ways. “Do you think she will come after us again?”

      “I don’t know. If Garth can get to her, no. He will lock her up until I get ahold of the council. She tried to kill us because she wants your scale. Taking a dragon’s scale is a crime punishable by death. Even the attempt can get her years in jail. Once we’re in the air, I will call Kirin, and he can take care of her. So she shouldn’t be an issue any longer.”

      “That’s good to know. We already have enough going on.”

      “She’s not coming after us this second. You can slow down.”

      “You weren’t scared of a crazy-ass woman, but you're scared of my driving,” Diem said.

      He clutched the door as she weaved through a few more cars. “Yes,” he ground out.

      For the next twenty minutes, they sat still in traffic. Her finger bounced on the steering wheel in annoyance. She wanted to get to the airport and to the next step of their journey. Gideon reached out and grabbed her hand. His touch settled her. It was like taking a Xanax.

      Once they made it through the traffic jam on I-4, they pulled off into an executive airport.

      “We need passports,” Diem said.

      Gideon got out, walked to her side of the car, and extended his hand to help her out. She followed next to him as they walked up to a sleek white plane with gold speckles. Her dragon purred at the sight of gold.

      A young man in a pilot’s uniform walked down the stairs and held out his hand. “Hello, Gideon. And you must be Diem.”

      “Were you able to get the other things I needed?” Gideon asked.

      “Yes, everything is on the plane.”

      Over the years, Diem had seen a lot of planes but never any private jets. She only flew commercial, even though the pilots in the private industry made more money. It was the total opposite type of career from flying commercial. Those pilots were more like personal assistants and would need to cater to every need of the customer.

      Inside, the plane was breathtaking, and Diem wondered why she’d never tried to get into private jetting. Commercial pilots were disgusting. Pieces of sandwich meat and crumbs were always on the floor. She would spend ten minutes cleaning her station, or her fingers would stick to half the things in the cockpit.

      She bet the cockpit on this plane was clean. The flight attendant handed them each a glass of bubbly. Needing something to take the edge off, she downed hers in one gulp.

      Gideon leaned over and whispered, “You know you can’t get drunk, right?”

      That was another thing that sucked about being a shifter. The first night she was free, she’d bought a bottle of vodka, and when she drank the last sip, she felt nothing. Now she could only drown herself in ice cream, and even that never helped much. It just left her hungry for more and never gave her the comfortable full feeling she used to get.

      He led her to the couch and pulled her down next to him. Gideon reached across her lap and buckled her belt. His forearm brushed against her nipples, causing them to go hard immediately. He grunted. When she looked into his green eyes, they were lowered to her chest. Her cheeks heated up. If she didn’t think of something other than how he made her body hot, she would jump the poor man.

      “You know we’re in the plane now,” she reminded him. He’d said he would tell her the story on the plane.

      “The door isn’t even shut. Are you sure you want to hear it? You won’t look at me the same.”

      “My dragon isn’t pressing at my skin yet. I need a distraction.”

      He let out a sigh and rested his head back against the plane wall. “Did you ever meet Arrow? He was in the jail cell next to Nyx.”

      She’d met him. That was another thing she’d done against her will. The collar around her neck hadn’t given her a choice. “I’m the one who helped take him and his brothers down.”

      Gideon gave an understanding nod. “I’ve known Arrow for years, along with his mate. Her name was Alexis, and she had two sisters. One you met today, and the other is her twin.”

      She reached over and grabbed Gideon’s hand.

      “Emma’s sister, Jasmin, is kind of on the crazy side. But back then, I liked crazy.” Gideon paused, and Diem’s body tensed. “Near the end, I was only staying around because Arrow's mate was having complications. We haven’t talked about my healing, but I have the power to heal.”

      “Did something happen to her?” Diem asked.

      Gideon’s eyes were trained on the window across from them. They were heading into the sky, and it didn’t even faze her dragon. She wanted to comfort Gideon.

      “Yes.” He sighed. “She wasn’t due for another week. I just needed to get away from Jasmin for a few days. Arrow knew his sister-in-law was crazy. That morning, Arrow and I talked, and he told me to go but to stay close enough to drive back.” Gideon looked from the window back to Diem. “If I’d known what would happen that night, I would never have left.”

      She knew he wasn’t looking for her to say something, so she squeezed his hand, waiting for him to finish the story.

      “I didn’t go very far. But when Alexis wouldn’t tell Jasmin where I was, they got into a big fight.”

      “Where was Arrow?” Diem asked.

      “Jasmin made up a story about how someone attacked her. She wanted my attention. So the pack went looking for this guy. Jasmin went to her sister, wondering where I was. When Alexis wouldn’t tell her, she hit her.”

      Even if Kayda had been the reason Diem was turned into a dragon, she would have forgiven her. There was no way she would ever harm her own sister. Family stuck together through the hard times and the bad. Jasmin sounded pure evil, and Diem wished the woman was in shifter jail.

      “Did something happen to the baby?” Diem asked.

      Gideon raked his hand down his face. “Yes. When Jasmin hit Alexis, she fell backward and landed on the table. Jasmin didn’t wait to see if her sister was okay. She left her there alone. When Arrow arrived, Alexis was in labor by herself. He called me, but I was too far.”

      “Did she…?” Diem could barely form the words. Tears formed in her eyes, for the baby, for Arrow, and for the guilt Gideon was carrying.

      “Mom and baby didn’t make it.”

      What she didn’t understand was why Arrow worked for Gideon. She thought they’d been close until the end, when Arrow had gone against Gideon.

      “I thought you were friends,” Diem said.

      “Arrow needed an escape. He came with me. I know he doesn’t blame me, but having him by me was a reminder of what I did. I’m glad that when I acted out of character, he went and did what he thought was right.”

      Friends weren’t something she had. As a pilot, she’d been in a male-dominated field. And barely being home enough to connect with anyone, she couldn’t imagine having a friend she would sacrifice her happiness for, but she would go to the ends of the world to try to help her sister.

      She didn’t know where the sudden urge to be close to him came from. With a flick of her fingers, she undid her seat belt buckle and climbed onto Gideon’s lap. Not saying anything, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her closer.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s Jasmin’s fault.”

      “If I’d kept her happy until the baby was born—”

      “Then it might’ve been something else. She was crazy, and I hope she is in jail or dead for what she did. If Arrow blamed you, he wouldn’t have come to West Virginia with you. Maybe it was his way of making sure you didn’t feel all the guilt.”

      “The last hundred years, I’ve been a shitty friend to him. I don’t even know what I made him do.”

      Gideon still hadn’t dealt with having been controlled for a hundred years.

      “Have you talked to him since you got control?” Diem asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “He blames himself for not figuring it out sooner.”

      “You two both need to stop blaming yourselves and live life. Stop living in the past, and enjoy what is in front of you.”

      Gideon moved her so that her knees were on either side of his thighs and held her closer. She felt his hard member against her. “No more talking about my past.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers. It wasn’t soft and gentle. His kiss was demanding, and she felt the fire start in her body.

      When he pulled back too quickly, she couldn’t help but whimper. “Why did you stop?”

      “If I go too much more, I won’t be able to stop myself, and we can’t have sex before the ritual.” He shifted under her, causing his member to push harder against her jeans.

      How does the man have so much control? “How would they know?” she asked.

      “They would. Now, let’s talk about something that will make my dick go soft.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. For the next few hours, they talked about her sister. She told him stories about how they would spend time together when they were younger.
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      She’d had a hard time sleeping in the bed next to Gideon. He kept telling her they had to wait until after the first ceremony. She wondered how sex could affect a journey to find answers. But she listened.

      Now it was seven o'clock in the morning, and her body was wound tight. She could see the yoga mat on the back balcony. Gideon had gotten them a private villa on the water. The deck was clear, and she could see fish swimming below.

      Her mind made up, she threw the covers to the side and walked out onto the patio. The sound of the waves was soothing. She hadn’t changed in two days, and her dragon pushed at her skin. The shaman, Ethno, had asked her to change before the ceremony that night. He reminded her of a surfer who’d turned into a monk.

      But if he would help her get one step closer to finding her sister, she would do it. She laid the mat down on the floor. Behind her, she heard soft footsteps. She looked over her shoulder to find Gideon standing with a cup of coffee in his hands, watching her.

      His tousled hair added to his appeal. The previous two nights, the man had slept without a shirt on. She didn’t know how many more she could take before she jumped him.

      She was in the sphinx pose when Gideon took a seat on the chair outside. His eyes heated with each movement she did. Fucking hell. He was making it hard for her to concentrate on what she was doing. Her eyes flicked to his shorts then back to his face, and he smirked. The man knew what she was thinking.

      “I know he said to eat something, but I’m so nervous.” Diem was supposed to have breakfast, change into her dragon, and meet Ethno at noon.

      “I ordered some fruit. It should be here soon. You’re going to need your energy. The first day is the longest and hardest.”

      He told her he’d done this a few hundred years ago, and it wasn’t that bad. She wasn’t so sure she was going to go off with an old memory.

      “It’s crazy we have to do this twice.” She stretched her front leg forward into lizard pose. “If we don’t see it the first time, how are we going to see it the second time?”

      “The first time gets you grounded, and the next time helps guide you. And there’s a possibility of a third time.”

      She rolled her neck, trying to get the tension out of her body. The yoga wasn’t helping. “What are you going to do while I go change into my dragon?”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      She hadn’t expected that. “Why?”

      “I’ve spent time with you but not much with your dragon. And the time I did spend with your dragon was quick because we were fighting someone. This is part of the mating thing.”

      They hadn’t talked about the mating thing at all. She’d tried to bring it up on the plane, and he kept saying they would discuss it later.

      Someone knocked on the door before opening it and wheeling in a cart of food. Gideon hadn’t only ordered fruit—he must have ordered everything on the menu. She’d told him she didn’t know if she could eat, but her stomach growled at the sight of the food.

      “Thank you,” Gideon said to the butler and handed him some cash.

      Her eyes were on the food as Gideon put one of everything on a plate and handed it to her. When her teeth bit through a juicy strawberry, her early thought of not being able to eat went away. For the next thirty minutes, they ate in peace until everything was gone. She wasn’t the only one who could eat a lot of food. Gideon picked on her for always being hungry, but he joined her each time, and sometimes he ate more than she did.

      She leaned back in the chair and patted her stomach. “I’m not sure my dragon’s going to be able to fly after eating that much,” she groaned. “Speaking of my dragon, I don’t remember where he said I had to go so I could shift.”

      The shaman had walked them around when they got there, but she was so busy taking in her surroundings that she only caught half of what the man said. Hopefully, she hadn’t missed the information she would need to know before the ritual started.

      “We’re on the side of the resort protected by magic. You can shift on the back balcony and go from there.”

      “My dragon can swim in the water out there?”

      “Yes.” Gideon walked over and wrapped her in his arms. “But I would like to come along with you for your flight.”

      “You want to ride on my back?”

      “Yes, but if you don’t want me to—”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you to. I’m worried. What happens if I drop you?”

      “I’m sure you won’t drop me. Are you ready, or do you want to eat some more?”

      “No more food.” She laughed.

      Diem stood and walked out onto the back balcony. When she glanced around, she couldn’t see another person for miles, so she slowly peeled her tank top over her head and worked her yoga pants down her body. Gideon’s breath caught as she turned and faced him. His eyes traveled up and down her body. The simple look was enough to make her insides feel like they were on fire.

      “God, you’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen. Now, hurry and change into your dragon before I drag you into the room and ignore everything the shaman made me promise not to do.”

      Changing was the only thing she felt like she’d mastered. She closed her eyes, and her dragon took over her body. Everything was different when she was in her dragon form. The colors seemed sharper, smells were more robust, and her hearing was on another level.

      “You’re going to have to bend down a little,” Gideon huffed.

      She lay against the glass patio and hoped it was strong enough to hold her giant dragon. Gideon used her leg to boost himself onto her back. When his hand touched her scales, her dragon purred.

      Not wanting to think more about his touch, she stood and pushed off the back patio. Her wings flapped in the warm air. With each stroke, the two of them went higher. Gideon didn’t say a word as she took them through the trees. When she dipped down and splashed water upward, he chuckled. When she flew through the sky, everything wrong in her life evaporated, and even time seemed not to exist.

      She didn’t know how long they’d been up in the air when she heard Gideon say, “We need to head back.”

      Her dragon fought her for a second, loving to be out and complaining because she didn’t shift enough. She promised herself that when everything was settled, she would shift more and become closer to her dragon side.

      They made their way back to the patio, and she landed with grace. Gideon slid off her back, and she turned back into human form. She reached for her clothes, but Gideon drew her into his arms, and his lips lightly touched hers.

      She drew back. “You said we had to wait. I’m only holding on by a thread.”

      His eyes darkened to a forest green. The tension was thick in the air. He slid his hand around her waist, keeping her close to his body. His tongue pushed past her lips and explored her mouth with wild abandon.

      With a groan, she wrapped her legs around his waist, and his hands cupped her ass. In that moment, everything disappeared. The only thing she cared about was Gideon.

      He walked her backward until her back was against the glass door. She tugged upward at his shirt. He broke the kiss long enough for her to lift the shirt over his head. His chest pressed against her boobs. His fingers drifted lightly over her skin.

      A throat cleared in the room, and Gideon pulled back, resting his forehead against hers. “If you don’t get the fuck out of here, I’m going to kill you,” Gideon said.

      The man huffed. “I’ll leave, but remember, no sex, or it won’t work. You have two minutes to get dressed. We’re already an hour behind.” The door slammed a couple of seconds later.

      Gideon slowly lowered Diem’s legs to the ground. They felt like jelly.

      “You didn’t have to be so rude, Gideon.”

      “Nobody sees you naked but me,” he growled.

      “Silly man, you know I’m a shifter, right? That’s going to be almost impossible.”

      “Nobody sees you naked but me, Diem. I will kill anyone who lays an eye on you.”

      She thought about arguing but knew from the way his eyes were trained on her that it wouldn’t be an option. Instead, she pulled away, already missing the feel of his touch. She threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. The ritual could last for eight hours. Nobody had told her what to expect, but she’d seen TV shows where people went on spiritual journeys. She hoped she wouldn’t make a fool out of herself and talk to a rock for eight hours.

      When they opened the door, Ethno stood on the other side with a hemp sack. He frowned at Gideon. “You should know better. To get answers, you sometimes have to sacrifice the things you want.”

      “Okay then, let’s go and get this done because I’m not going to wait too much longer to sleep with my mate.”

      The shaman nodded and walked down a dirt trail. Gideon grabbed Diem’s hand, and they walked in silence. It gave her time to clear her mind. At the end of the tree rows, a large circle was carved into the ground. Around the ring were a few logs on the ground. Gideon walked her over to one, and she sat down next to him.

      “What are you looking for, Diem?”

      “I can’t remember how I got from where my sister was to West Virginia. I want to know where she is.”

      Gideon reached over and squeezed her hand.

      “The ayahuasca ritual will help you break down the walls your mind has put up. Today, you will be plunged into something deeper. This is your first time, so it might not send you to the point you want to go to. Tomorrow, we will do this again. You will learn to navigate your way through your mind. Your conscious mind keeps you from seeing what you want.”

      “Why are we doing this during the day?” she asked. From the pamphlet, she’d read this was supposed to be done at night.

      The shaman let out a sigh. “It’s different with shifters. For humans, it doesn’t take much time. Sometimes with shifters, it won’t take much time either, so we need to start early just in case, and if it goes to plan, we can rest tonight and start again tomorrow.”

      A woman she hadn’t noticed before walked over and handed Diem a cup. She handed one to Gideon and then to the shaman.

      “Who are you?” Diem asked.

      Ethno answered, “We have people watching to make sure we’re okay. We want answers, and we don’t want something to happen to you.”

      That made her feel slightly better… until she got a whiff of the drink in her hands. It smelled like vomit, and she could barely hold back a gag.

      Next to her, Gideon drank from his cup, and she did the same. It was worse than it smelled. The dark liquid was thick with a splash of water. It coated the inside of her mouth.

      “Now we wait. Rest your back against the log,” Ethno said.

      Nothing happened. She glanced down at her watch to see that thirty minutes of pure silence had passed. This wasn’t how she’d expected the ritual to go.

      Another fifteen minutes passed, and she started to feel a little dizzy. The woman walked back over and handed her another glass. Diem downed the dark liquid like a shot. Drinking it fast didn’t help with the horrible taste. Gideon did the same next to her.

      It wasn’t long after the second glass that things started to feel strange. Colors changed. Gideon said something, but his voice sound miles away. The rock in front of her started to spin on its own. She reached for it, but her hand went through the hard object.

      Her stomach felt like it was spinning as fast as the rock. When she lay back, she looked up at the stars. She didn’t know how much time passed. She could only see the bear in the stars. Two bears. And that was the last thing she remembered before her stomach gave in to the nausea.
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      The early morning sun came in through the floor-to-ceiling glass doors. Diem's hand rested on his chest. The memory of her crying on the ground made him want to punch something. Her trip had lasted most of the night until she finally fell asleep and he carried her back to their villa.

      His trip didn’t last as long. The shaman wanted him to take more of the liquid, but he’d wanted to watch over Diem. He would work his own demons out that night or another time. They were going to do another ritual after they visited the waterfall. He hoped she would get a vision, because he wasn’t sure he could watch her go through that too many more times.

      He leaned forward and pressed his nose into her golden locks. She smelled so good. His magic wanted to envelop her and bind them together forever—a conversation they still hadn’t had, not because she hadn’t tried but because he was too chicken to hear what she really thought. Will she agree to spend her life with me? He was one of the true immortals in the world. Only one sword could kill him, and when he bound her as his mate, she would become immortal. She would have to learn to watch the ones she genuinely loved die around her. It was easier not to make friends than to lose the people you cared about.

      She stirred in his arms. Her pretty green eyes opened, and she frowned before putting her hand over her mouth. “I think something died in my mouth.”

      He chuckled and gently pulled her hand away from her face. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I went to the bar and drank a bottle of vodka and then kept drinking.”

      Before they’d gone to bed, he’d placed an order for room service. Food would be arriving shortly. Like the previous day, he’d ordered one of everything on the menu. She would need the food, especially for the second night. Some might think it would get easier the second time, but it didn’t. It almost got harder.

      “Once we get food in your stomach, you should feel better.”

      Diem rested her head on his chest and ran her finger over his family symbol. He was the last one in his line still alive, unless he had a kid that he didn’t know about.

      “I’m not sure I can eat anything,” she mumbled.

      “You’re going to have to try.” He traced her cheekbone with his finger, moving the few strands of hair away from her face. “As soon as you’re done eating, we can go soak in the healing pond.”

      “Do you think Emma hates me?” she mumbled against his chest.

      “No.”

      “I think she does. Nobody would ever send a friend somewhere to go through what we did last night. I’m not even sure I would make an enemy go through that. And for what? The only thing I was fixated on was the stars.”

      He hadn’t taken enough of the ayahuasca to have a vision or get sick. While he sat next to Diem and watched her go through her trip, he listened, seeing if he could pick up anything. But her words had been mumbles and incomplete sentences.

      “Did you see something in the stars?” he asked.

      She was quiet for a few seconds. “Bears. I kept seeing two bears.”

      She sat up, the sheet falling from her chest. An hour into the trip, she’d puked on herself, so when he’d brought her back to the room, he’d bathed her and put her to bed naked. Now he didn’t think that had been the best idea.

      “I’m naked.”

      He cleared his throat but couldn’t look away from her beautiful tits. “I bathed you before bed.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” Her cheeks turned the pink shade he loved to see.

      He ran a finger down the side of her face, tracing her collarbone. “You got sick, and I didn’t want you to sleep that way.”

      Her skin was so soft. A trail of goose bumps followed as he touched the top of her breast and someone knocked on the door. “I swear they keep cameras in here.”

      Diem giggled as she grabbed his shirt off the ground and threw it over her head. Her nipples poked through the white material. Her eyes followed his, and she smiled at him.

      The butler wheeled in two carts full of food. Gideon and Diem sat out on the balcony and ate as a dolphin jumped in the clear water. He enjoyed the peace of the waves.

      “I can’t eat anymore.” Diem patted her flat stomach.

      “You want to go to the waterfall and the healing pond?”

      “Absolutely.”

      While he worked to put their breakfast plates back on the cart and wheel it out into the entryway, Diem walked out of the bathroom in a tiny red bikini. When she turned to grab a cover-up out of the suitcase, he groaned at the sight of the small red strip covering her ass crack.

      “What the hell are you wearing?” he grumbled. Diem hadn’t been the one to pack the bags. Hers were still in the car at his house.

      Diem turned, her lip ticking up. “Swimsuit. Don’t you like it?”

      “You sure as hell know I like it. What I’m trying to figure out is how I’m not going to fuck you when we get to the waterfall. Or kill someone for looking at you.”

      She walked across the room and placed her hand on his chest. “As long as I can kill any woman who looks at you.”

      “That’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.” He brushed his lips against hers, and she wrapped her small body around his. Her fingers tugged at his hair, and their tongues danced together. When he drew back, they were both panting.

      He grabbed her hand and walked out of the room. The waterfall was a short walk from their villa. His mind wandered back to what Diem had said. She’d seen two bears in her vision. The ritual cut through the fog of the brain and highlighted the things that people hid. He wondered what two bears meant.

      When Diem gasped next to him, he smiled. She was looking at the double rainbow in the water.

      “This is so cool, I might never want to leave.” Diem frowned. “I shouldn’t think that way. Who knows what’s happening to my sister?”

      He tugged her hand until they were at the water's edge and swung her into his arms. Before she could figure out what he had planned, he jumped into the water, taking her with him. She tightened her grip around his neck.

      When they came to the surface, she glared at him. “What the hell, Gideon?”

      “I promise to help you find your sister. But you deserve to have a little fun. Every time you really start to loosen up, you feel guilty.”

      “You’re one to lecture about feeling guilty.”

      Ouch. She’d made a valid point. “Okay, we both need to work on things,” he said.

      He loosened his grip, and she swam under the waterfall. He followed her to find her sitting on a rock. Her gaze was focused farther back in the cave.

      “What’s going on, Diem?”

      She let out a sigh. “My dragon pushed me to come back here. I think I need to figure out more about my dragon and a place to hide the things it wants to collect.”

      “Have you denied your dragon something it wants to keep?”

      “The dragon wants to put the trinket you got me in a safe place. It can wait until we get back home. But I don’t even have a home.”

      “I told you before, I have a cave for your dragon. Is there something else your dragon wants?”

      She blushed and looked away. “Yes.”

      “What is it?”

      “You.”

      His heart stopped for a second. Her declaration chipped a piece off the wall he’d built up. Suddenly, she was in his arms, and his lips were against hers.

      Gideon heard a throat clearing. Again. He might not make it out of Costa Rica without killing someone.
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      “You really need to figure out how to make this taste better.”

      “This is an ancient ritual. It’s not something to make taste better,” Ethno said.

      “Says the man not drinking it,” Diem muttered.

      Ethno ignored her comment. “Tonight, don’t fight the medicine. Just listen to the surrounding earth.”

      “The earth is going to speak to me?”

      “It helps clear your mind,” Gideon said. “Just for tonight, do what Ethno says, because if it doesn’t work, we will be back here again.” The words came out a little harsher than he’d planned.

      But seeing her get sick the night before was one of the worst experiences he’d been through. He wasn’t sure he could take another experience like that. Especially if something went wrong.

      “I can do this—not fight the medicine, let the earth in,” she said.

      In the distance, he could hear the drums of the earth. Gideon was always close to the surface of the earth—his magic came from the elements around him. The previous night, he hadn’t been focused enough, but that night, he would let the world around him in.

      The same woman as the night before walked over and handed them each a glass with the dark liquid. The air was cooler tonight than the previous night but not cold enough for a long-sleeved shirt.

      Unlike the first time, he could feel the effects of the drink within twenty minutes. Diem was next to him, staring up at the stars, and he wondered if she was looking for the bears again. The woman walked over and handed him another cup. He wasn’t sure how far he wanted to go. Ethno wouldn’t do anything to hurt Diem, but Gideon still worried about her and wanted to protect her.

      A distant voice cut through the fog. “Don’t think—drink.” His hands felt strange. The woman placed the cup to his mouth, and he tilted his head back to take the liquid.

      Colorful streams of light came out of the earth, all meeting at one point. And at that point was someone he never wanted to see—someone who was supposed to be dead. The person’s face twisted into a snake. The form of Kael stood there—the man who’d controlled Gideon’s mind for a hundred years, making him do things. The worst part was the fact that he didn’t know all the things he’d done.

      The image of a lab flashed through his mind. Diem was in a cage, and someone who looked just like her stood on the other side but not behind bars. The harder he tried to see, the farther away the vision was. He was forcing it, not accepting what the spirits wanted him to see.

      A cry next to him brought him out of his vision. Diem was on her knees, hunched over, bawling. Gideon tried to stand and get close to her, but his legs felt like they were cemented into the ground. Kael stood above her, laughing at him for failing again. He would never be enough for her.

      For another few hours, he watched Diem cry and laugh. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t do anything. His body was frozen.

      When Diem fell asleep on the ground, he finally started to regain the feeling in his legs. He stood and took her into his arms and walked back to the room. Gideon went straight for the bathroom and pulled them both into the shower. His visions hadn’t proven anything except that Kael had won.

      After they were clean, he drew back the covers and tucked Diem into his side. When he closed his eyes, Kael came back to him, promising to seek vengeance by taking Diem away from him.
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      Gideon’s grunt woke her from her fog. She was naked in bed with him, her hair still damp. She didn’t remember him carrying her back to their place or bathing her. The old warlock had a kind heart.

      He tensed under her touch. His eyes were squeezed shut, and his brow was furrowed. Something was wrong.

      She gently pushed on his side, trying to wake him. Nothing. “Gideon.”

      “No,” he ground out. “I’m going to kill you again.”

      It was a bad dream.

      Gideon’s eyes flashed open, and they glowed in the moonlight. “Diem.” His brows drew together. “I’m sorry I woke you up.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.”

      He ran a hand over his face. “Go back to sleep, Diem.”

      “What was the dream about?”

      Seconds passed by before he laced his fingers in her damp hair and pressed a kiss to her lips. The action caught her off guard at first, and then she relaxed into his body. He tilted her head to the side before swiping this tongue across her mouth. His touch made her mind go blank, and she wanted to be closer to him. She’d already lost her heart to him. Hopefully, he wouldn’t walk away at the end.

      “Gideon,” she whispered against his lips. Her control was hanging on by a thread. He didn’t give her time to think. His mouth opened, and she was lost in his touch all over again. A faint whisper in the back of her mind told her to stop, but the need in her body overran every bit of common sense.

      This could all ruin her chance of getting her sister back, but something about the raw look in Gideon’s eyes made her want him even more.

      Her fingers trailed down his chest until her hand encircled his hard member. Gideon’s breath hitched as she ran her fingers across it. When he tried to turn her on her back, she didn’t move but instead worked kisses down his chest. Then she placed a kiss over his nipple.

      “Diem,” he groaned.

      She loved how much control she had over him. With each swipe of her tongue, his cock pulsed in her hand. Her mouth watered, and she thought about wrapping her lips around him.

      She slowly lowered her lips around his cock, and she glanced up at Gideon, who watched her. For a split second, green magic swirled around them. Then the air changed, and she could feel the magic.

      “God dammit, you’re like an angel.”

      He gathered the blond locks as they fell around her face. He didn’t push her to go faster as she took him deeper. Blow jobs weren’t something she’d ever enjoyed doing, but she wanted Gideon to love it. She tightened her lips around him and started to hum. Her hands rested on his thighs, and he tensed under her control.

      “Stop,” Gideon ground out.

      She didn’t. If anything, it made her want to please him more. Breathing through her nose, she took him in as far as she could and hummed.

      “Angel, you need to stop. I’m going to come. And I don’t want to come in your mouth the first time we’re together.”

      The thought of the man losing control because of her turned her on. She reached between her legs and pressed two fingers to her clit.

      “Jesus, woman, are you touching yourself?”

      She nodded but didn’t stop. Gideon dropped his hands from her hair and pulled her up onto the bed. He was so quick. One second, she had her lips wrapped around him, and the next, he was on top of her.

      He pushed his mouth to her ear. “Are you wet for me, angel?”

      She was about to answer when he dragged his finger through her folds. Holy shit. His touch alone sent fireworks through her whole body, but it was so soft, almost feather-like.

      “Please, more.” She lifted her hips, trying to get more friction. “I need more Gideon.”

      His lip twitched against her skin. “I’m going to drive you crazy like you just did to me. Your pretty little lips around my cock almost sent me over the edge, but I want to spend time feasting on you.”

      He didn’t give her time to answer. He crawled down her body and took her nub between his lips. Fuck. She’d never felt anything that good before. All the men she’d been with before had been boys compared to Gideon.

      “Gideon.” His name left her lips as he slid two fingers into her wet folds.

      He slowly worked them in and out as he captured her nipple between his teeth. He gently bit down, and it sent a new wave of pleasure through her body.

      “More.”

      Gideon used his other hand to pinch her nipple as he sucked on it. The dual sensation had her body on fire. “More of that?”

      When she didn’t answer, he moved away, and she whimpered at the loss.

      “Yes.”

      He pushed her legs wider as he kissed the inside of her thigh and worked back over to her clit. She ran her hands through his hair as he slowly licked her. She bucked her hips as he slid two fingers back into her and grabbed her other hand. He twined their fingers together and touched her clit. It was one of the hottest things she’d ever experienced.

      Gideon’s eyes were almost neon green as he watched their fingers together. Pleasure coursed through her, and she could sense the edge coming. A tingle of sensation started at her toes and worked up her body. “Gideon,” she whimpered, and their eyes met. “Please.”

      “Now,” he growled. And her body obeyed his command.

      He kissed his way back up her body, and she could feel the tip of his cock nudge her opening. She reached between the two of them and gripped his cock. He slowly worked his way in, and the room lit up with green magic. It circled around them. The pleasure was so intense that she closed her eyes.

      “Open your eyes, angel.”

      She gazed up at him, and something flickered in his eyes. The connection between them was growing, and her dragon wanted to sink its teeth into Gideon’s shoulder. She didn’t understand the feeling, so she continued to focus only on Gideon.

      He slowly worked himself in and out of her. She raised her hips with each thrust. He filled her in a way she’d never felt. Sex with Gideon was perfect.

      Gideon reached between them and pressed circles to her clit, and her body started to buzz again. It didn’t take long before she came over the edge again. He pushed deep inside her and came.

      Then they lay in silence, listening to each other breathe, until Gideon rolled to the side, and she rested her head on his chest. She felt different—more connected to him.
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      He loved how Diem had wrapped herself around his body sometime during the night. When he woke up, they were both naked, and her breast pressed against his side.

      “Good morning.” Diem yawned.

      Her blond hair spread across his chest, and her vanilla shampoo filled the air. Their breakfast was coming soon. He wished he hadn’t scheduled the breakfast deliveries and had instead called when they were ready to eat.

      She smiled up at him. “What are you thinking about?”

      “About how good it felt to be inside you.”

      “What are you waiting for?”

      On cue, a knock on the door sounded. Carefully he pulled the blanket up, covering Diem, before he yelled for the butler to bring the food in. Gideon made a quick note to tip extra. The man walked in, left the cart, and didn’t even look their way.

      Diem’s stomach growled.

      “Let’s get some food in you, and if we have time, we will climb back into bed.”

      She smirked before getting up and dropping the sheet. He couldn’t stop a groan from leaving his lips.

      “You’re playing with fire, angel. Eat.”

      Her laughter filled the room. “Well, I am a dragon. Not sure why you started calling me angel.”

      “Because when you looked up at me, I swore you were an angel.”

      “I like it.”

      Diem sat down at the table in the room and loaded her plate. She’d put on a thin white robe that did not completely cover her body. No matter how much he wanted to have his way with her, they needed to talk. The night before, neither of them had talked much about their visions. He also knew that they were going to have to do it another night. Moreover, watching Diem cry had almost broken him.

      He knew there might be an issue because they’d made love. But he would do the same thing over again.

      “We didn’t talk much last night. Did you have a vision or anything?” he asked.

      “You wore me out. And my vision won’t help.”

      “Let’s talk through what you saw last night. Whatever it was upset you, and that is where we need to start. Your mind isn’t going to continue until it can process what is truly bothering you.”

      “At the beginning, I saw the two bears in the sky again.” She put her fork down and wrapped her arms around her body. He didn’t like how she was pulling into herself.

      “Did you see more of the two bears?” he asked.

      “I should be used to this world by now, but it’s still strange.”

      “Come over here, and let me hold you, and then you can tell me what you saw.”

      Diem padded across the patio to his chair and sat on his lap, draping her arms around his neck. “At first, I saw the two bears in the sky. It was like the night before. Then everything changed. Color filled the sky, and it was like I was watching a movie. Kayda and I were little, I’m guessing no older than four. We were sitting in an old pickup truck. The smell of pine was overwhelming, and it looked like we were in the mountains. A woman was driving. I felt safe next to the woman. Is that strange?”

      “Not if it was a real memory you’re unlocking. She might’ve meant something to you. Did anything else happen?”

      She nodded. “The woman kept telling us to stay down. Kayda was crying next to me, and we held each other. All of a sudden, the woman driving screamed, and we hit something hard. It was a bear, but the bear wasn’t harmed. He walked over and ripped the door off the truck. Grabbed the woman. Seconds later, two bears were fighting in front of the truck. Kayda was screaming next to me, but my eyes were on the fight. Until—”

      “Did one of the bears die?” He knew they were shifters and this vision would help piece together a part of Diem’s past. Gideon wiped the tear from Diem’s face.

      “Yes, the smaller bear. The large one that stopped the truck killed the smaller one. I think it was the woman in the car, Gideon.”

      “You’re probably right. I know this is hard to relive. Is that why you were crying?” He took a deep breath. “Because I watched you sob, Diem. That woman had to have meant something to you. When we get back to West Virginia, Kirin might be able to help answer the question of who she was. I know it’s not the answers we are looking for right now, but this is something—information about your past that might give us an idea of who your parents were.”

      “There’s more,” she whispered.

      He nodded for her to continue.

      “After he killed the woman, the bear ripped off the door to our side of the truck. And he grabbed Kayda. I yelled for the bear to stop and jumped out of the car and hit the bear's leg. He turned his black eyes on me, and he pushed me down. I thought I would die. When he held me down, his nail punctured my side.”

      She dropped the side of the robe to show the scar. It was faint. He could barely see it. When he brushed his fingers over it, pain shot through his head, and he screamed. The world went black for a second, and then a vision came to his mind.

      Kael came to him and said they had to go immediately. Seconds later, they were transported to the Denver mountains. Cold air brushed against his skin. Darius, the corrupt alpha of the Colorado clan, paced in the snow.

      On the ground lay a small girl with blood pooling around her. Gideon didn’t stop and ask questions—he ran to the girl and pressed his fingers to her side.

      Kael and Darius argued to the side. Once Gideon had healed the young girl, Kael said they were taking the girls back to West Virginia. After that day, he’d never seen the girl again.

      Fuck. He hadn’t protected her from Kael sending Diem into the main world. The human world.

      “Gideon!” Diem was yelling.

      He opened his eyes to see her staring at him.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Your scar triggered a vision.” He took a deep breath. “I can’t talk about it yet. I need time. Go take a shower, Diem.”

      When she stepped out of the room, Gideon reached for his burner phone and turned it on. He’d shut it off when they arrived, hoping that would help clear his mind. A flood of messages came in the second the phone was on.

      He didn’t look at them. Instead, he scrolled to Kirin’s number and waited for him to answer. “What the fuck, Gideon? I’ve been trying to reach you for two days.”

      “Diem and I are in Costa Rica.”

      “That’s where Garth said you were going. Then he shipped Ursula to West Virginia. I have enough shit going on. Do you know how crazy that woman is?”

      “Yes. I hope you have her locked away.”

      “Of course, I do. I have Arrow working on trying to figure out what she wants with the dragon scale.”

      Kirin would know that the dark magic used with the scale had to be extremely dangerous, not only for Ursula but for Diem as well. But that wasn’t the reason Gideon was calling.

      “I think I might have a lead on Diem’s sister,” Gideon said.

      Kirin went quiet, and Gideon looked at the phone to make sure they hadn’t become disconnected.

      “What did you find?” Kirin asked in a low voice.

      Gideon had found another reason Diem shouldn’t like him. The memory was so close to the surface. He could still feel the blood on his hands. “When I touched a scar on Diem’s body, it triggered a memory. She has a link to Darius Klin.”

      Kirin whistled on the other end of the line. “Are you sure?”

      The image of Kael putting cuffs on Darius flashed through his brain. The two girls huddled together before they left. More memories flooded in, causing his head to hurt.

      “What’s going on, Gideon?” Kirin said.

      “Sorry. Something is triggering memories to come back. And it hurts.”

      “You need to get back here fast. Lucy can help you with this.”

      “We need to find Darius.” Gideon sighed.

      “He escaped years ago. I think the bounty on his head is high, and nobody’s brought him in.”

      Darius was strong and evil. There were some shifters born evil, and he was one of them. Gideon hated that Diem had been taken from the shifter world. He tried to force his memory to see if he could figure out where she’d been put afterward.

      “Can you pull everything up from the night he was arrested?”

      “I’m sure Kia can try, but a lot of the files aren’t there.”

      “You know how much I wish we could bring Kael back from the dead so I could kill him over and over. The fucker even haunted my fucking journey vision.”

      Fuck, I didn’t mean to let that slip.

      “You know, everything in a vision means something,” Kirin said.

      “I’m not spending another day here to figure out why he’s haunting me. We need to find Diem’s sister, and I can’t do that if we stay here. We’re getting on a plane tonight and should be there later.” Gideon tapped his fingers on the bed. “Did anyone happen to go see if anything was left of my house?”

      “I went over there. They blew up your garage and your cars. Your house is fine. Kia sent over some workers to clean everything up.”

      “Thank you. I know I don’t dese—”

      “Don’t fucking finish that sentence. Nobody in my family holds a grudge against you or Diem.”

      There was no point in arguing with the dragon.

      “Diem and I will head to Kia’s house first thing in the morning. We need to figure out where Darius is. I think he has Kayda.”

      “Have you claimed her yet?” Kirin asked.

      “No.”

      “Why are you waiting? You know you can’t fight the pull.”

      “There are still things I need to tell her, and it’s her choice, not mine.”

      “She’s your mate. What are you so scared to tell her? You’re a good man, Gideon.”

      “I haven’t told her about being immortal.”

      “I don’t see the issue, Gideon. You won’t ever lose your mate.”

      “But she will outlive her sister and everyone else.”

      “But that’s her choice, and dragons need their mates, Gideon.”

      “I need time.”

      “You're an idiot, but that’s a conversation for another day. In the meantime, I will see what Kia can dig up, but I hope you have another vision we can work with, because nobody knows where Darius is.”

      Gideon knew the answer was hidden deep in his mind He just needed a little more time to gather his thoughts.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” Kirin said. “Don’t shut your phone off this time.”

      Gideon swiped the end key and debated whether to turn the phone off.
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        * * *

      

      The bathroom door creaked open, and Diem walked out with a white towel tied around her. She ran a brush through her long blond locks. When she was within an arm’s length, he reached out and pulled her to the bed.

      Her laughter filled the room. “Gideon.”

      He loved how she said his name. There was so much weighing on his mind, but seeing her almost naked made his control slip, and he wanted nothing more than to have her wrap her legs around him. “You make me want things I don’t deserve.”

      “Please, Gideon.”

      Her soft words were all he needed. He rolled her onto her back, and the soft white towel slipped from her shoulders. “This isn’t going to be gentle like last night.”

      Instead of telling him to stop, she hooked her legs around his back and drew him closer. One of his hands traveled down her body. He pressed two fingers into her folds. She was so wet. He needed her more than his next breath, so he pulled away and stripped his pants down. Her eyes trailed down his chest and watched as he threw his clothes to the side.

      When he crawled back up the bed, she encircled his length with her soft fingers and lined his cock up, and he pushed in. It was even better than the night before. She was so tight, hot, and slick.

      He stopped moving and counted to ten. She twined her fingers in his hair and pulled his mouth to hers. Their tongues danced together. When he didn’t start moving, she dug her heels into his ass and raked her nails down his back.

      She tilted her head back and moaned as he worked his cock in and out. “Harder,” she whispered with her eyes shut.

      Gideon never wanted to forget this moment. Something had changed. The air had shifted, and his magic was at the surface. He fought the urge to mate. That was a choice they needed to make together.

      Her moans grew louder. He dipped his face into the crease of her neck and pressed a kiss there, trying to distract himself from how tight she was. She raised her hips and met each thrust. Her moans became louder, and she closed her eyes.

      “I want to see those pretty green eyes, Diem.”

      When she opened them, it felt like she could see deep into his soul. “What do you need, my angel?” he asked.

      “You.”

      “You have me, angel.”

      “Please, Gideon.”

      He rolled onto his back so she could be in control. More than anything, he loved to see her riding him. She tilted her head back and placed her hands on his chest. He bit the inside of his cheek as she slowly lowered herself on him.

      His hand went to her nub. When he pressed against her clit, she moved faster and moaned his name.

      “I want to see those pretty eyes when you come,” he said. Diem’s eyes locked with his. “Come for me, angel.”

      She tightened around him, and she screamed, “Gideon!”

      He’d never seen anything as hot as her. Her body pushed against his, and he felt her run her teeth over his shoulder. He knew what her dragon was trying to do. For a second, he thought about letting her claim him, but he knew it wasn’t the right thing to do.

      He couldn’t take it any longer. “Faster, Diem.” He placed his hands on her hips and moved her. “Just like that—harder.”

      She rocked against his chest.

      “Christ,” he grunted. “I’m almost there.”

      He rolled her back onto her back, and she grabbed him with her legs. His body was on fire with need as he thrust into her. With each thrust, he was closer to the edge. When she gripped down on him, it was enough to send him over.

      For a second, they lay there together, their breathing the only sound in the room. When he rolled to the side, she laid her head on his chest and ran her fingers over his tattoos—the tattoos that documented his years through history, the bad and the good. Those were his daily reminders of what he’d done in his lifetime.

      She traced his chest with her hand, circling his family crest. Then her hand wandered to the tattoo he was nervous about. He reached up and grabbed her hand and moved it away.

      “What does that mean?”

      He acted like he didn’t understand. “This one right here is my family crest.”

      Diem was quiet for a few seconds. “I figured it was. I’m talking about the one over your heart.”

      “There are a few supernaturals who have it.”

      He let go of her wrist, and her fingers went back to tracing the eternal life symbol. He would have preferred to tell her about the vision he’d had than have this conversation, but he couldn’t stall forever.

      She didn’t say anything, just patiently waited for him to tell her.

      “It’s the symbol of immortality.”

      “Like someone who would live forever?”

      “Yes.”

      Diem didn’t stop tracing the symbol. Her touch soothed him, and he wanted to stay in the place forever.

      “Do you understand what that means?” he asked.

      She glanced at him with her green eyes. “That you will live forever?”

      “Yes, and so would the person I mate with.”

      Her finger stopped tracing the symbol. “You said I was your mate. Does that mean I’m automatically now going to live forever?”

      He had so fucked up. Over the past couple of days, he’d had time to explain the whole mating thing, but he hadn’t wanted to wreck their time together. In the back of his mind, he knew there was a chance she wouldn’t want to be with him when she found out about being immortal.

      “No. We haven’t mated. When or if we decide to, it will bind our souls together forever. There is no divorce, no backing out of a mating. It will be you and me forever. And mating with me is different from other shifters. You will live forever—longer than your friends and family… your sister. So when you’re ready, you can make a choice, because I will never force you to be with me.”

      A tear streamed down her cheek, and she started to answer him. At the same time, his phone rang. He didn’t want to hear her turn him down. Not now.

      “You don’t have to answer now.” He grabbed his phone. “Think about what I said.”

      She nodded but looked out the window. He could tell she was lost and sad.
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      Immortality. Gideon had dropped a bombshell on her.

      She knew what her answer would be, but he’d stopped her from saying it. She wanted to be with him. It wouldn’t be easy having to watch their friends and her sister grow old, but leaving Gideon would be even harder. He’d wormed his way into her heart.

      Now they were lying in the bed of the private plane. Every time she tried to ask why they were leaving, he would distract her with sex, and her body fell for it every time. When his hands were on her, all thoughts and common sense went out the window.

      Her scar, along with her vision of when she and Kayda were younger, had trigged Gideon’s response. She wanted to stay another night and find out what everything meant and, more importantly, how she could find her sister. She couldn’t imagine where Kayda might be.

      Gideon ran his hand down her scar. He hadn’t stopped tracing it. Growing up, she’d wondered where it came from. She and Kayda had tried to remember, but Diem didn’t remember much from her early childhood.

      Because it was blocked. That was her only guess. There was no doubt someone could block memories. Hell, I can turn into a dragon, so anything is possible.

      “Do you think it was the right decision to leave?” she asked.

      “Yes.” He sighed.

      “We’re going to have to talk about everything soon, Gideon.”

      “I know, but when we do, I know you’ll leave me.”

      It angered her, knowing he didn’t believe in them as much as she did.

      “You think that little of me?”

      “The total opposite. You’re the light to my darkness, and I have so much darkness. Things are coming back, memories…” His fingers skimmed over her scar. “Memories you will hate me for.”

      She twined her fingers in his. It wouldn’t be long before they landed back in West Virginia. Kirin would be at the airport when they arrived. Gideon had told him more than he’d shared with her, and that hurt.

      “How do you know if you keep it to yourself?” She sighed. “Don’t get me wrong. The sex is amazing, but you can’t distract me with your body for the rest of our lives. From the little I know about mates, it’s like a husband and wife. A team. And teams work together, and that makes them stronger, and when they don’t work together, they fall apart.”

      “The sex is amazing,” he mumbled as he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “When we did the rituals, they didn’t help. I didn’t see anything useful or anything I really wanted to look further into. I’m not sure if it relaxed me enough to clear my head.”

      He was finally talking, and she worried that if she said anything, he would stop, so she nodded. The first time they were together, it was like their bodies had bonded. Gideon had told her they hadn’t, but something had formed between them. Her dragon pranced in her mind, telling her to claim him. But even if she was ready, Gideon wasn’t.

      “You’re going to be mad,” he said.

      “Let me make that choice, not you. Now, spit it out.”

      “When I ran my hand over your scar, an event came to mind. I was there the day you got this.”

      “Did you do it to me?”

      “Fuck no,” Gideon growled.

      “Do you know who the man was who did it to me? Well, bear-man?”

      Gideon held her tighter. She didn’t know what he was going to say, but it would give her answers.

      “The man who hurt you is Darius Klin. Like I said the other day, I can heal people. Once he did that to you, he called Kael. I made it to you just in time and healed the wound.”

      “Do you remember anything else about who the woman was?”

      “I don’t know who she was. I helped Kael take you. Yes, he put you into foster care and didn’t hurt you back then, but it’s my fault. I should’ve done more.”

      Well, that explains why he felt guilty and didn’t want to tell me about what he remembered.

      “We already know you didn’t have much control, if any, during that time,” she said. “I’m not mad, and I don’t wish you’d done anything differently.”

      “I didn’t stop anything. Kael took Darius in, but I also think he helped him escape. And the woman who was trying to protect you was never avenged. I’m not even sure what Kael did with her body. Only bits and pieces come back, and the harder I try to remember, the more it hurts. But you deserve answers, and if I could unlock more of my memories, I might be able to give them to you.”

      “You’ve given me some answers. What I want to know is, do you think that guy has something to do with my sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      The question hung in the air for a few seconds.

      “I think you were part of his clan or related to him,” Gideon finally said.

      “Clan?” As soon as she was starting to understand the supernatural world, another term was thrown her way.

      “Bears have clans, and Darius was the alpha of the Colorado clan for years. He was evil, and if someone tried to leave his clan, he would kill them.”

      “Do you think that’s why the woman was killed?”

      At least he was telling her something and not keeping her shut out, and nothing he said changed how she felt about him. If anything, it made her feel closer. She would be dead if it wasn’t for him. He’d saved her. How could he possibly think she wouldn’t see that?

      “Kirin is going to talk with Kia and see what they can find on Darius and the woman.”

      “You think Kia can find Darius?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know…” He ran his hand through his hair. “Darius has been on the list for years.”

      That was one thing she knew. The shifter world had a most-wanted list, just like the human world had. There were even rewards attached to it.

      “For killing people?” she asked.

      “Yes. I think he had Kael’s help for years, and now he’s on his own. Kirin and Kia took down many of the men who worked for Kael. Darius doesn’t have as many people helping him.”

      “So if we can find him, we can find my sister?” Diem thought the fairy had been crazy for sending her to Costa Rica, but it might have worked. They had a lead.

      “It’s our best shot at finding him.”

      “Why now? Why did he wait so long to come looking for us?”

      “Those are good questions I’m hoping Kia can help us answer. Kael was close to taking over and using his army to take down the council. His end game was for shifters to rule the world. Most of us like living in the shadows. Others think we are better than everyone else. We’re not. Just because some can shift or use magic doesn’t make us any better.”

      She worried the pitchforks would come out if people knew about shifters. “I’m surprised nobody has ever found shifters.”

      “You’ve been in the council building. They watch all the news outlets, making sure our identity is kept quiet, and if someone catches something on the phone, it’s hacked and erased.”

      “Even if Kael was close to”—she made air quotes—“taking over the world, why me and Kayda?”

      “Kia’s looking into what exactly your sister did for the government. If she was working on something that would help lead Kael to his end game, he would use her. And Lucy said your body accepted the dragon gene easily because you have shifter DNA. When Kirin and his brothers first went into the labs, they found many dead bodies. A few people were transformed into shifters, and they are doing well. Others are still struggling. If the person isn’t open-minded, it’s hard for them to grasp.”

      “So Kayda should be okay?”

      “I can’t guarantee your sister is fine, but she has a better shot than most.”

      The flight attendant knocked on the door and asked them to take a seat. Diem grabbed her clothes from the edge of the bed and got dressed.

      Gideon took her hand, and they walked back out into the main cabin. The landing was quick. Once the plane had stopped, the flight attendant opened the door. When they walked down the stairs of the jet, something in the air had changed.

      Diem didn’t have time to ask what was going on. Gideon threw his body over hers, and they fell six feet to the ground. He twisted while they were in the air so that she landed directly on his chest. Seconds later, he rolled her to the side.

      Two black SUVs across the tarmac had their doors open, and she could see the men’s heads come up behind the doors. “Guns?”

      “I’m guessing it’s tranquilizers. They can’t use magic and shift. There’re too many humans around.”

      “What are we going to do?” she asked.

      They were in the open, barely able to hide behind the stairs. It would only be a matter of time before they took a shot.

      “See that building?” he asked. About fifty feet away was a white building.

      “Yes.”

      “When I say run, you’d better use your shifter strength and run. No shifting. The last thing we need is for someone to get a video of a giant dragon at the airport. It wouldn’t be safe for you.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      He glanced back at the SUV. “Run behind you, and if I go down, keep going. And when you get inside, hide. Kirin was supposed to be here soon. When he gets here, he’ll take those men out, and he’ll take care of you.”

      “This is the stupidest plan I’ve ever heard—” Another shot sounded, and it pinged off the stair. She looked back at the SUV. It was slowly making its way toward them. They were out of options.

      She nodded.

      “Run.”

      Diem pumped her arms and ran as fast as she could. She didn’t need to glance over her shoulder to know Gideon was only a few steps behind her. Her dragon sensed him. That wasn’t the only thing her dragon sensed. It heard the slight pop in the air of the gun firing again. The building was only twenty feet away when she heard Gideon grunt behind her.

      A couple of steps later, she heard him stumble. Instead of doing what he’d asked her to do, she stopped and caught him before he fell. A blue dart was sticking out of his back. She yanked it out and threw it to the ground.

      “Leave me,” he slurred.

      She shook her head and wrapped his arm around her neck, helping him stand. “Come on, Gideon. We’re almost there.”

      He was heavy and almost dead weight, but he kept going with her. They only had two more feet to go. But luck still wasn’t on their side. Sudden pain hit her back. Her dragon roared in her head, and her feet stumbled, but she had to get Gideon inside.

      With each step, the world became hazier, and it felt like the ground was moving. Gideon was stumbling next to her, making each step harder to take. With the final step, they made it into the hangar. She sat Gideon against the wall, and she slid down next to him. But they weren’t safe. She hadn’t shut the door.

      Loud voices arguing in the background were the last thing she heard before everything went dark.
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      His head pounded. Whoever was in the room was trying to whisper, but the voice was so loud. It took only a second for the nightmare to rush back. Diem hadn’t left him like she was supposed to.

      When he opened his eyes, he found Kirin standing next to the bed.

      “Where is she?” Gideon demanded.

      Kirin glanced from him to the window. Rage filled Gideon’s body.

      “We don’t know.” Kirin sighed.

      Gideon went to sit up, and blood rushed to his head. Everything spun for a second. He rested his hand next to himself, trying to stay upright.

      He didn’t want to show weakness. It was enough that Diem was gone because of him. He could barely think, and he needed to find her before they did something to her. But who? He hadn’t seen their faces. The assholes had worn masks and hidden behind a car with tranquilizer guns.

      “How long?” Gideon asked.

      The sun was still up, so he was sure not too much time had passed. They’d arrived in West Virginia a little after noon. She’d been hungry. Instead of feeding her, he’d kept her in bed. The drugs would take longer to wear off because her dragon wouldn’t be at its strongest. Another failure on his part.

      “It’s been a couple hours.”

      Lucy walked into the room and handed him a glass of water and a large white pill. Ignoring the pill, he took the glass. In one gulp, he drained it, but it didn’t quench his thirst.

      The scientist rolled her eyes, grabbed the glass, and walked to the bathroom. When she came back out, she had the glass in one hand and shoved the pill at him with the other. “It will help with the side effects of whatever they gave you.”

      He nodded and took the pill and downed the rest of the water. “What have you found so far?” He moved to the side of the bed and swung his feet over the edge. His limbs still felt heavy.

      “Kia is working on the footage.”

      Fuck, she’s gone. And it’s been hours. He wanted to scream and break something. His magic sparked from his fingers.

      Kirin grunted.

      Gideon took a couple of deep breaths before he stood up. There wasn’t time to sit and feel sorry for himself. He needed to find Diem.

      When he swayed, Kirin gripped his arm. “Any chance you will agree to lie back down?” Kirin asked.

      “Would you if Talia was missing?”

      “No, but it didn’t hurt for me to ask.”

      “I couldn’t see their faces. Do you know who it was?”

      “Yes. In the warehouse, two men lifted Diem and carried her away. Darius walked in and stared down at you. I swear he was about to lift you up, but he changed his mind.”

      “What? He had to know I would come for her.”

      Kirin ran his hand through his hair. “I think we’re the reason. When we pulled up to the gates, he stepped back from you. I’m guessing he had a radio in his ear.”

      “Still doesn’t explain why he didn’t pick me up.” Darius was a bear shifter and strong.

      “He might’ve worried that you would get loose.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” Gideon said.

      “And I have no issue with that. I know what it feels like to have the people you care for taken from you and threatened. And before you go all sulky on me, that wasn’t a dig at you. It’s me telling you I understand that you feel frustrated and want to get your revenge, and I promise you, we will find her.”

      They were heading down the hall to Kia’s computer room when Lucy’s voice cut through. “I need you to come to the lab for a few tests, Gideon.”

      “I feel fine.”

      It was a lie, and Kirin would know. The fucker grunted next to him. A test could wait. Finding Diem was the only thing that should be on his mind.

      “Men,” she huffed. “How about I make Kia come to the lab, and you guys can do all your planning there, and I can work on you?”

      “Will you drop this?”

      “No, and I will tell Kia to stop looking until you come to the lab.”

      “You’re frustrating.”

      She shrugged. “So I’ve been told, but Kirin mentioned you were getting memories back. I want to run a few tests to see if we can help them come back faster. Maybe you could remember something else. A lab we can’t find. Anything.”

      If she’d led with that, he would never have complained. He would allow her to stick him with needles if it helped get Diem back, because that was the only thing he cared about.

      The trip from the bedroom to the lab was quick. He sat down in the same chair Diem had been in the last time they were in the lab. It was only days earlier, but it felt like a lifetime. Lucy walked over with needles.

      Kia entered the lab and pressed a kiss to Lucy’s lips. “What have you found?” he growled.

      Kia didn’t sugarcoat anything. He got straight to the point. “Darius had two daughters, twins, with a human. I’m still working on trying to figure out who the human was or where she is. It’s like she disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      “Or she’s dead,” Kirin barked. “Darius ruled his clan by killing. I’m still not sure why the council didn’t take him down earlier.”

      Because the council was corrupt for years.

      Kia continued. “I made a few calls and figured out who the woman was who died the night you saved Diem. It was Darius’s sister. She took the girls and planned to run away with them. But when Darius came home early, he killed three people and threatened more until someone told him where she was.”

      Gideon had known Darius was a horrible person, but killing his own sister… What would he do to his own children?

      “Did anyone know where their mother is?” Gideon flinched as Lucy pushed the needle into his arm.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “One day, he appeared with the girls. Nobody was going to question him or where they came from.”

      “So there’s a chance they aren’t his. Maybe he stole them from someone.”

      “I thought the same at first,” Kia said. “But Lucy ran Diem’s DNA against Darius, and he is her father. There were no hits for her mother. I even hacked CODIS to see if I could get some type of match. Nothing.”

      “So we have to figure out where Darius has—” He glared at Lucy. “What the fuck? Tell someone before you stab them next time.”

      “It wasn’t that big of a needle.”

      Bullshit. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen a needle that large used on humans before. But it wasn’t the size that hurt—it was the fact that she shoved it all the way to his bone. The needle was still stuck in his arm as he watched her push a clear liquid into this body.

      “You going to tell me what the hell you are doing?” Gideon asked.

      “I’m working to help you get your memories back. I already told you.”

      A dull throb in his head started to intensify. That shouldn’t happen. My body should heal faster, not get worse.

      “What is that?” Gideon asked.

      Lucy chewed on her lip for a second. “Since the other day, there were changes in your blood. It’s hard to explain without going all nerd, and you wouldn’t understand anyways. In simple terms, I found something that your blood increased. And I think it’s helping fight what is blocking your memories.”

      “Is my head supposed to hurt?”

      The pain was getting worse by the second. His vision was getting cloudy.

      “That could be a sign it’s working.”

      “Did you just experiment on me and say it could be a sign?” He didn’t mean to yell, but Diem was counting on him, and his vision was fading fast.

      Kia growled, but Gideon couldn’t even see him anymore. The room went completely black, and he bent over and screamed. The pain in his head intensified for a few more seconds.

      Nobody said a word. He worried his hearing was gone until Lucy said his name. “Gideon?”

      “Yes,” he grumbled.

      “Ah, thank God you didn’t die.”

      He slowly opened his eyes and stared at the little pregnant human. “There was a chance I would die?”

      “Well… when I was researching your blood the other day, Kirin mentioned you were immortal. So I don’t think there was a chance you could have died.”

      He was about to say something when a memory came back. Darius and Kael fighting in a lab. He couldn’t make out what they were saying. The harder he tried to hear, the more his head throbbed. A light hand brushed his arm, pulling him out of the memory.

      “I almost had something,” he said.

      Lucy let out a sigh. “You can’t force the memory.”

      “How would you know? A second ago, you didn’t even know if it would work.”

      The memory was the key. He had a feeling deep down that this would help lead them to Diem.

      “What did you see?” Kirin asked.

      “It was a lab, but not one I recognize.”

      Kia tapped his finger on the table. “Why don’t we have Nyx come, and she can project the image? That way, we can all see. Maybe one of us will know where the place is.”

      Gideon hadn’t seen Nyx since the day Kael killed Conley. Pandora was the only reason Conley was alive now. He wasn’t sure how Pandora had brought someone back from the dead, but he knew that type of magic had a cost.

      He was still lost in thought when Nyx and Conley walked into the lab. Conley kept a protective arm around Nyx. He didn’t blame Kia’s younger brother.

      Nyx broke away from Conley and walked to his side. She didn’t have the same scowl Conley had. She smiled down at him, a genuine smile. “Hi, Gideon.”

      “Hello, Nyx.”

      “I’m sure you already know this, but you should only think about what you want me to project. I will try not to project anything you wouldn’t want someone to see.”

      He glared at her. “I don’t have anything to hide.”

      Her lip ticked up. “I’m not saying you have something to hide. But if Diem is on your mind, and you slip to a private moment, this might turn into a very awkward encounter. Just trying to keep everything somewhat PG.”

      His head still hurt, and he hoped he could control his thoughts. If any of the men saw Diem naked, he would have to kill them. Even if it was from his own damn mind.

      “Ready?” Nyx asked.

      He nodded, and she took off her glove and placed her hand on his arm. The image of the lab flashed on the wall. In the background, Kael and Darius argued. Nothing looked familiar. He couldn’t pinpoint where it was.

      The image was flickering in and out. The memory wasn’t complete. He tried to figure out what had happened next, but Nyx’s projection went blank.

      “Maybe if Lucy gives me more of that stuff, my memories will come back.”

      Kia was typing on his tablet. “I don’t think we need it. There was a company logo in the background. I’ve seen it before. They have a lab, and it’s not that far from here.”

      Gideon stood and walked over to Kia and watched his fingers fly across the screen. He didn’t know how Kia was reading so fast. “Found it. Let’s head to my office, and I can pull up the surveillance footage.”

      He followed the three brothers down the hall until they got to his office. Kia sat behind the three large monitors. Seconds later, he brought up a screen with an aerial image. The satellite moved over a large warehouse, and at the back entrance was the same black SUV.

      “Let’s go,” Gideon said.

      “It’s not that simple. We need a plan.”

      For the next hour, they worked out every angle. Lucy pointed out the device on the roof—the same one Kael had used to stop shifters from turning.

      Gideon had learned years before how to use one. It didn’t mean he liked them. He preferred to rely on his magic, but rescuing Diem was more important.
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      “What did you do?” Kayda whispered at her.

      Her head throbbed. Even the hushed words screeched in her head.

      She’d fucked up. Gideon would kill her when he found her. If he could find her.

      At least she would see her sister before she died. She rubbed her hand over her heart. What worried her most was that she couldn’t sense her dragon. For months, she’d wanted her dragon gone and to be human. Now she wished more than anything that her dragon was back.

      “Can you hear me?” Kayda asked.

      “Yes.” Even her throat hurt.

      Her back rested against the cold brick wall, and her ass sat against the cold cement floor. Silver cuffs locked her wrists together. Even her ankles had cuffs around them. A metal chain connected her wrists and feet together. There were no windows in the cell to tell her how long she’d been out. It could be hours or days.

      Kayda moved next to her. She wore the same set of cuffs, and her blond hair was pulled back. The bags under her eyes worried Diem.

      “Why did you come back?” Kayda let out a sigh. “You were supposed to go free. This is all my fault.” Moisture pooled in Kayda’s eyes.

      Diem didn’t like how sad her sister was. “When was I supposed to go free?”

      “Kael promised if I helped him, he would let you go.”

      Everything seemed to lead back to the corrupt warlock. The man she was falling for had lost so many years of his life because of Kael. Then Kael had killed Conley. Her mind went back to the moment Gideon had killed Kael. Her warlock didn’t have a glimpse of remorse, and she didn’t fault him for killing Kael. But Kael’s death had left them with too many unanswered questions.

      “Kael is a lying bastard,” she told her sister. “When they took me from this place, they used me by putting a collar around my neck.”

      “He promised,” Kayda spat out. “Things are worse now, and Kael hasn’t been back in over two months.”

      “Because he’s dead.”

      Diem took her eyes off her sister to take a look around the room. The cages were all empty, and there were no guards. This lab looked different from the one Diem had been turned in. Hopefully, they could get out of this. If her dragon would wake up, it would make everything better.

      “Kayda, can you feel your dragon?”

      “I was never turned.”

      Her stomach clenched. She could have sworn she’d seen her sister turn from human to dragon when she was taken from the last facility. “I know I saw you turn.”

      “No, you saw another woman turn, but she didn’t make it. Her body couldn’t take the dragon. And they didn’t want to take the chance of killing me as well.”

      “Why?”

      As Diem had told Gideon, she was sure her sister didn’t work for the DOD. She worked for someone else—maybe a secret department in the government. Kayda’s fascination with science would anger their foster parents when the girls were growing up. Sometimes it was the smell of her experiments. Other times, it was when things blew up. And honestly, she didn’t care what her sister did, as long as they both made it out of the lab alive. She couldn’t live without her twin.

      “I’ve been working on a top-secret project for years. Kael recruited me out of college to come work for a lab.”

      Wait a minute. “Then why the fuck did he kidnap us from a bar?”

      “Because I refused to continue the research. He wasn’t telling me what they were using it for. I thought we were working on something to help people heal faster. During an experiment in college, I accidentally used my blood, and it helped cure a baby bear quicker.”

      Wait one goddamned minute. “And you documented the findings?”

      “I never knew about this world,” she huffed. “I thought there was something special in my blood. My professor helped me publish a paper I was working on. I couldn’t wait to tell you about it. I was on my way to your place when I got the call. It was a once-in-a-lifetime job opportunity for someone in grad school.”

      How could I have been so dumb not to ask Kayda more questions when she told me the DOD recruited her out of college? Diem had only congratulated her sister for getting the job.

      “And when did you figure out we were shifters?” Diem asked.

      “Not until after we were taken.” Kayda rested her handcuffed hands on her knees. “I have an IQ at the genius level, but I never realized what was around me for a long time—not just for a week or days but for years.”

      No matter how high an IQ her sister had, she wouldn’t have been able to figure out that shifters existed. Shifters were something people read about in fantasy, not real life.

      “You can’t possibly think that way,” Diem said.

      “I don’t know what to think.”

      “Have you met a man named Darius?”

      “Yes.” Kayda’s shoulders dropped. “He’s our—”

      “Dad.” Diem wasn’t positive, but something inside her told her that Darius was their father.

      Kayda’s eyes widened.

      The main double door crashed open, and a tall man walked in. His long black hair was pulled back into a ponytail. With each step, his army boots stomped against the floor. He gripped the cell bars and leaned forward, glaring at Diem. They were the same black eyes she remembered from the ritual. It was Darius. He pushed his nail into her side.

      Darius's lip curled, showing his yellow teeth. “Hello, daughters.”

      “I don’t understand.” Kayda looked from Darius to Diem.

      “Kael always had a soft spot for you. He wanted to let you go and live your life. I was the one who brought you back. You work for me now.”

      “I will never work for you,” Diem spat out.

      A loud growl erupted from Darius, and he opened the cage door. In two short steps, he was in the cage. “You’re wrong. Both of you will do everything I ask. See this?” He held up a syringe. “You’re going to go kill that warlock you’re screwing, or I’m going to inject this into your sister.”

      She couldn’t keep her eyes off the syringe with purple liquid—the same liquid she remembered going into her body. The ringing in her ears started again. She had to make a choice between her sister and the man she hadn’t even told that she loved. So much anger was coursing through her body, but she still couldn’t call on her dragon.

      Darius took a step toward Kayda. Diem tried to stand up, but the chains were stuck to the ground. Darius pressed the needle to Kayda’s skin.

      “I’ll do it. Leave her alone.”

      She hoped she could figure something out. Darius watched her for a second before walking to her. He ripped the chain from the ground and took the cuffs off her wrists and ankles. She was free, but her sister wasn’t.

      “You have twenty-four hours to kill Gideon.” His lip twisted. “Better go.”

      This was her chance to come up with a plan. Her father was making a mistake. He thought she would do anything for her sister. She would, but she would do what she could to save Gideon as well.

      The second Diem’s foot was out of the cell, she heard the cry of her sister. The sound would be engraved in her mind forever. She turned to see her father pulling the needle from Kayda’s arm.

      Her scream must have alerted other people in the building, because two guards rushed into the cell area. Diem turned to run back to her sister, but an arm wrapped around her. She couldn’t get out of the grip.

      “You think I trust you to kill Gideon?” He glared down at her. “I’m going to have him brought here and killed in front of you. He’s worthless. My daughters are both dragons now. I’m going to sell you to the highest bidder.”

      “Why?”

      “Money.”

      The hands around her arms gripped her tighter the more she struggled to get to her sister. Kayda lay on the floor, screaming. The sound echoed through the large room.

      “We need to help her,” Diem said.

      Darius looked down at Kayda, who was struggling on the ground, and shrugged. “If she’s strong enough, she will come out of it.”

      One second Diem thought she was going to watch her sister die in front of her, and the next second, all hell broke loose. The door to the room slammed open, and a bullet whizzed through the air, straight for her dad. His head exploded, and the smell of copper filled the room.

      The hands on her arms loosened for a second, and she broke free. Another shot rang through the room, but she didn’t take the time to see if the man holding her had died. She dropped to the ground next to her sister. Kayda’s eyes were closed, but she was still screaming in pain. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Diem placed her hand to her cheek. Her sister was burning up.

      Diem’s strength still wasn’t back, and she couldn’t feel her dragon. She took a deep breath before turning back to her dad and looking for the cuff key. Blood pooled on the floor as she crawled to him, looking for the keys.

      An arm encircled Diem’s waist, pulling her back. She threw her arms back, fighting.

      “Stop, Diem.”

      She couldn’t stop. Her sister needed her.

      The grip tightened more, and she was dragged out of the cell.

      “You need to listen to me, Diem,” Gideon growled.

      He was there. He’d come for her, but she needed to help her sister. Urgency overwhelmed her, but Gideon didn’t loosen his grip.

      “I need to help her,” she cried out.

      “Lucy is the best. Let her work.” Gideon’s words cut through the fog.

      Lucy was kneeling on the ground next to Kayda. Arrow stood next to her, taking orders. Kirin and Kia were piling the guards to the side. All three men were dressed in full black tactical gear. It took Diem a few minutes to realize they all had guns strapped to them.

      “You came.”

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” he said.

      Before she could respond, Kayda cried out again, and Arrow lifted her into his arms.

      “I have to go with them,” Diem said.

      Gideon nodded and stepped back. “I’m going to help Kirin.”

      But there was something he wasn’t saying. She wanted to reach out for him again, but he was already across the room.

      Lucy turned. “I need to get her back to my lab.”

      Diem’s body went numb as she followed Lucy out of the facility. Gideon watched her but didn’t come with them.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy sat in the back with Kayda, and Diem sat in the front seat as Arrow raced down the road. In the distance, she saw a helicopter. The farther they got from the facility, the more she could feel her dragon come to life. And her beast wasn’t happy with being silenced.

      Arrow shot her a glare. “You need to keep your shit together. If you change in the car, we won’t be able to get your sister help in time.”

      “Diem?” Kayda asked weakly from the back seat.

      “Is she going to be okay?” Diem asked.

      “Darius gave her the medicine to turn into something. We don’t know what, but she couldn’t shift in the building, and he knew that.”

      “Why would he kill her?”

      “I don’t know.” Lucy frowned.

      Arrow slammed on the brakes. They were at the helicopter. When he opened the back door and grabbed Kayda, she let out a blood-curdling scream before the air started to shift.

      “Put her down,” Lucy shrieked.

      Seconds later, Kayda changed into a giant dragon, bigger than Diem’s. The dragon let out a long stream of purple fire, burning the grass and trees. Diem ran toward Lucy to try to protect her. Arrow stepped toward the large dragon. The dragon snarled for a second until Arrow placed his hand on her leg, calming her immediately.

      “You need to change back.” Arrow’s voice was low and demanding.

      Kayda took a step away from him, but Arrow didn’t back down. He kept his hand on her. Seconds later, the air changed again, and her sister shifted back and dropped to the ground in human form. Arrow rushed Kayda into the helicopter to take her back to Kia’s.

      The mission was over, and Diem had her sister. Gideon hadn’t come for her again. Does that mean he no longer wants anything to do with me? They were supposed to be mates, but he’d stayed back.
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      Gideon hated each day more than the next. His life felt empty, and he contemplated leaving his house and heading to Ireland. He took another swig from the bottle. He wasn’t even using a glass. The expensive liquor was wasted on him. He couldn’t even get drunk to drown his sorrows.

      But his mind was a mess. It was too late. He’d stayed back and helped Kirin clean up the lab. Diem had left with her sister. Family—something he didn’t have but wished he did. Now he sat in his large house and did nothing—not much different from before she came into his life.

      Everything was shallower without her. The sun was dimmer. Even his magic seemed to be weaker. That should have worried him, but he couldn’t muster up the energy to care.

      More and more memories had flooded back over the past week. There would be a time when he would have to call Kirin and tell him about everything he’d done, even if he hadn’t had control of himself.

      He glanced to the side. His phone was turned off. Kirin had called a bunch of times. Gideon hadn’t answered. Diem was at Kia’s house, and if he talked to Kirin, he would ask about his angel—the one he was desperately trying to stay away from.

      He wasn’t good enough. Nothing could erase Diem’s scream as her sister was changed. Because I let my guard down and let her get kidnapped.

      He just needed to leave—to go somewhere and focus on his magic and figure out a way to make amends with all the people he’d wronged. The list was large and would take him years to get through.

      Instead, he glanced at his desk at the picture of Diem that Ethno had sent to him. It was of them at the waterfall, her small red bikini barely covering her body. She was laughing at something he’d said. Damn. He missed the sound of her laugh and the touch of her hands.

      He heard the door to his house open. It wasn’t locked. But he couldn’t hear any footsteps, so it had to be a shifter—either one coming for revenge or Kirin. He hoped it was one coming for revenge. Maybe a fight would bring back some feelings in his life. He rubbed his hand over his heart.

      Kirin walked into his study and glared at him. The dragon was pissed off. He walked across the study and sat in the leather chair across from Gideon’s desk and raised an eyebrow at the bottle of scotch. “Why do you even waste money on that shit?”

      Gideon shrugged, grabbed the bottle, and took another swig. At least he could feel the burn of the liquid as it went down his throat. That was the only thing he could feel.

      “Do you barge into people's homes uninvited often?”

      “Only when they are being an idiot,” Kirin shot back.

      “I’m not getting into this with you, so unless you want to talk about the council or sports, the door is open for you to leave.”

      “Why are warlocks such assholes?”

      “And dragons are any better?” Gideon downed the last of the liquor and threw the bottle in the trash. It was his last one. He’d gone through three, and he didn’t feel any different. “What do you want, Kirin?”

      Kirin shook his head and let out a sigh. “Here’s the thing. I knew Talia was my mate the second we touched. Yes, I thought about bringing her in because you asked. But the more I knew my mate, the more I knew I would do anything to protect her, even if that meant going against you.”

      “Right there is the reason I don’t deserve Diem.”

      “Yes, I wanted to kill you more than I wanted to take my next breath. But everything that happened during that time is on Kael, not you. Talia doesn’t hold it against you. Neither do Lucy and Nyx. What they will kill you for is hurting Diem.”

      “Is she still at Kia’s house?” Gideon asked.

      “Everything is a mess. Kayda’s struggling with her dragon. Lucy is working night and day to try to figure out how to calm the dragon down. And now there is Arrow.”

      “What’s wrong with Arrow?”

      “Lucy and I think Kayda is his mate. Alida had told him a few months back that he would be finding his mate soon and not to fight the pull. Arrow refuses to believe Kayda is his mate. He’s told me the story of how his mate died, but Gideon, how many wolves have stayed sane after their mate died?”

      None. Most wolf shifters turn mad when their one true mate dies.

      “He loved her,” Gideon said.

      “Just because he loved her didn’t mean she was his true mate. You’re more than a thousand years old. Over that time, did you ever love someone? You don’t need to answer. I see the look in your eyes. It tells me enough. But did that feeling even come close to how you feel about Diem?”

      “You know, I wasn’t answering your calls for a reason. Who knew you would turn into a therapist? How the great fall.”

      “You think I like talking about this emotional shit? No, I don’t, but you seemed to be hardheaded. There’s a woman who is sad, thinking you don’t like her, because you have your own head so far up your ass that you can’t see what is right in front of you.”

      “My memories are coming back.”

      “Why the fuck are you just telling me this now?” Kirin asked. “This could be the key to a lot of unanswered questions and to helping us make sure that all the facilities are shut down.”

      “I planned to call you tomorrow.” He’d had the same plan the day before. He kept putting it off. Now he had to let Kirin know what he knew.

      “Bullshit. I know memories of Diem came back to you when you touched her scar. When did more come back?”

      Gideon swallowed hard. “When we were leaving the lab, something changed. The gates opened, and everything flooded in at once. The bad, the evil, and the horrible things I did. I’ve done no good in the last hundred years. Tons of shifters and humans are dead because of me.”

      “Wrong. They're dead because of Kael. So you did evil shit for the last hundred years. You’ve been alive for over a thousand. That’s just a portion of your life. And now you can spend eternity trying to fix what you did wrong.”

      “What happens if Diem can’t accept it?”

      “Jesus, man. She’s your mate. And you won’t know unless you talk to her. You’re sitting in this creepy house, thinking about all the shit you did and the reason you can’t be with her instead of the reasons you can.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right,” Kirin barked. “Now, when are you going to get your ass over to Kia’s and get your woman?

      “I can’t yet. There are things I need to take care of and things you need to know before I see her.”

      “Diem would want to help you with this.”

      “I can’t take her away from her sister.”

      “I think you’re stupid, but what do you need to fix?”

      “Diem and Kayda’s mom is still alive,” Gideon said.

      “And you’ve waited a week to go find her or even tell Diem her mom is alive? What the fuck, man?”

      “It's not that simple. Kael told me to kill her. I didn’t. Some of Kael’s orders I fought. But I worried she would look for her daughters.”

      “What did you do?”

      Gideon let out a sigh. “I used dark magic to block her memories and create new ones.”

      “How hard would it be to reverse the effects of the spell?”

      That was what he was struggling with. He could try to reverse the spell, but there was a chance he would wipe her current memories and not retrieve any of the old ones. “I’d say it’s a fifty-fifty chance that things go as planned.”

      “Do you know where she is?” Kirin asked.

      Gideon had called in a few favors and was working on finding her location. Nothing had come back yet. “No. I’d taken her to California, but there are no hits on her name.”

      Kirin nodded and pulled out his phone. Kia’s voice came over the line. “Have you knocked some sense into the old wizard yet?”

      “No,” Kirin growled. “Are you away from Lucy?”

      “Yes.”

      “I need you to find someone, and you need to keep it quiet.” Kirin glanced at him. “What is the woman’s name?”

      “Jasmin Rose,” Gideon replied.

      Gideon knew it wouldn’t take long for Kia to find the information his sources couldn’t. The sound of Kia’s fingers on the keyboard sounded over the phone. Kirin sat with his arms crossed, waiting for his brother to find something.

      “You want to give me any information on the person I’m looking for?” Kia asked.

      “It’s Diem and Kayda’s mother. Gideon’s memories are coming back.”

      “Holy shit!”

      “That’s one way of saying it,” Gideon grumbled.

      “There was a woman by that name who lived in California, but she changed it a few years ago. She didn’t go through the regular channels. The person did an okay job hiding the paper trail, but I’m better. Her name is Catharine Reynolds now, and she lives in… Coopers Hill.”

      Coopers Hill was only an hour's drive away. Gideon had to take care of this before he could see Diem. “Text me the address.”

      Gideon grabbed his phone off the desk and headed for the door. Kirin stood and grabbed his arm. “I think you should talk to Diem before doing this.”

      “I need to fix the past.”

      Kirin shook his head. “I’ll come with you.”

      “Not going to happen. I need to do this on my own.”
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        * * *

      

      Gideon parked his car in front of the small white home. A woman was gardening in the front yard. She was an older version of Diem and Kayda. A kid rode his bike by and said hello to her, and she waved.

      He knew that sitting in the car, watching her, was creepy and that he needed to go fix his past. But how do you explain to a woman that you wiped her memory and that she has two grown children who are dragons? He pinched the bridge between his eyes and took a deep breath.

      When he shut the car door and made his way across the lawn, the woman smiled at him.

      “Catharine?”

      She stood and dusted the dirt off her pants. “Yes?”

      “I was wondering if you have a few minutes to talk.”

      Maybe this was a bad decision. Catharine would probably call the cops on him and have him committed.

      “Yes. You want to come in and have a cup of tea?”

      Gideon tilted his head to the side. “It’s not safe to invite men you don’t know into your home.” Humans were way too trusting.

      Her smile dipped for a second. “I know who you are, Gideon.”

      His gut clenched. The spell he’d cast many years before hadn’t worked. She turned and walked into the house. He took a deep breath before he entered the house and followed her into the kitchen. Catharine grabbed a pitcher of tea from the fridge and two glasses.

      “Do you remember everything?” Gideon asked.

      “No.” She frowned. “But I do remember you promising me I would be safe and had nothing to worry about. You also said you hoped to see me again one day.”

      Her words triggered another memory. Pain shot through his head, making the room go dark. He hated it when this happened. Why can’t all my memories come back at once? The day she was talking about was after he’d wiped her memory.

      He’d vowed to take Darius down, and then his control slipped. Kael took over, and Gideon didn’t remember his promise. So many years had passed since the promise.

      “Why did you change your name?”

      “A few years after you helped me get settled in California, someone started to follow me. I could never see the person. It was a feeling. After a while, I had the urge to move to West Virginia.”

      Shit. She didn’t remember the supernatural world. “I have something to explain, and I need you to listen to the whole story. It’s going to sound far-fetched, but please keep an open mind.”

      For the next half hour, he explained who Darius was and told her that she had two daughters. Gideon powered through retelling everything. Catharine had tears streaming down her face. At no time did she interrupt him. She just nodded that she understood.

      When he was done, she asked, “If you reverse the spell, I will remember?”

      He couldn’t believe she wasn’t laughing at him. “Yes, but it’s dangerous. You could just meet your daughters and form new memories.”

      “I want to remember.”

      “You’re taking this way better than I thought you would.”

      She smiled for the first time since he started telling her the story. “There’s always been an emptiness in my chest, like I lost something. And I’ve known there was more to the world than what I can see.”

      “You should hate me.”

      “Hate has no place in the world. My daughters are healthy and fine. Their dad is dead. Everything in life has a way of working itself out. Why add more hatred to something when we can look at the good side? I’m going to meet my daughters. And every time you say Diem’s name, your eyes brighten. I know you care about her.”

      “I love her.” It was the first time he’d said the words out loud.

      She reached across the table and patted his hand. “Then you need to tell her that.”

      “I’m not here to talk about me. I needed to tell you about your daughters.”

      “What do we need to do to get my memories back?”

      Gideon hoped his idea would work.
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      Each day, it got harder to get out of bed. Diem wanted to sleep and forget about the world around her. The beast who used to be loud barely spoke to her. It had been more than a week since she’d changed.

      Kayda’s attitude wasn’t getting any better. She was a bitch to everyone, and she wouldn’t talk to her. In the beginning, Diem had pretty much begged her sister to talk. She didn’t even know why she was still at Kia’s house. It was time to move on. Gideon wasn’t coming for them. He’d moved on.

      She knew Kirin and Kia had talked to him because every so often, she would walk into the room, and they would change the subject. Being a shifter, she knew what they were talking about way before she entered the room. Gideon had gotten memories back, and he was working on some special projects for Kirin.

      Things would be easier if she left. But where would I go? She didn’t have a car or a job. Since her dragon barely made a sound in her head anymore, maybe she could go back to being a pilot.

      “He’ll come for you,” Alida said.

      Diem jumped. Over the past month, Alida would pop in and out of the house, scaring the crap out of her each time. But very rarely would she pop into Diem’s room without her parents.

      “Where’s your dad?” Diem asked.

      Alida walked across the room and sat on the bed next to her. “He’s with Uncle Kia in the computer room, and Mom is home with my baby sister. He misses you.”

      Diem felt the tears well up. She wasn’t going to have a conversation about her feelings with the young girl. Alida wouldn’t understand. “It doesn’t matter. He’s not here.”

      The young girl's eyes flashed white for a second. “He’s trying to fix things. I told him not to fight the pull.” Alida frowned.

      Diem couldn’t hold back the laugh. “The grumpy thousand-year-old warlock only listens to himself. Maybe things are better this way. I think it’s time I pack and go on my way.”

      The last thing she wanted to do was overstay her welcome at Kia and Lucy’s house. She’d become good friends with Lucy. But they were already taking care of her sister. She couldn’t keep expecting them to take care of her. It was time she left. Maybe she would head down to Cassadaga and spend time in the fairy gardens.

      Lucy walked into the room and looked from the girl to her. “Alida, I think your dad was looking for you.”

      “Okay.” Alida jumped off the bed and turned toward her. “Just wait a little longer.”

      Diem didn’t have time to respond to the girl’s statement before Alida vanished. Well, that works when you want the last word.

      “Wait for what?” Lucy asked.

      “I think it’s time I leave, and if you need me to take Kayda, I understand.”

      “You don’t have to leave.” Lucy let out a sigh and sat in the chair near the corner. “Your sister shouldn’t leave. I just need a little more time with her.”

      Lucy had worked with Kayda nonstop, trying to find something to help. Diem didn’t think it had anything to do with the transformation. Something was on Kayda’s mind, and she wasn’t opening up. Her sister wasn’t the same person she ’d been six months before, but Diem wondered if she’d really known her sister back then. She seemed to be good at keeping secrets.

      “I think it’s time I go. Everything around here reminds me of him, and when I see you with your mate, it hurts.”

      She didn’t want Lucy to feel bad or not be the person she was.

      “Why don’t you go bang down his door?” Lucy asked.

      She’d thought about it, but she was the one who’d gone after him last time. Yes, he went on the mission with her. Yes, he helped her get to her sister. But when everything was over, he hadn’t come for her.

      “He doesn’t want me,” Diem said.

      “I’m going to tell you something. After the rescue, Gideon had a rush of memories. Many bad things came back to him—things he did over the past hundred years. Many of them, he feels responsible for. He doesn’t think he’s good enough for you.”

      This frustrated her more than anything else did because they’d talked about the fact that if he got his memories back, this should be something they worked out together. Instead, he didn’t want her to be part of his team. He only wanted her when he needed her.

      “He’s taking the choice away from me. Maybe if I get out of town for a while, I can clear my head.”

      Lucy didn’t have time to say anything because Alida appeared in her room again, and she wasn’t alone. Gideon was with her. He rushed to her side. “What’s wrong?”

      She took a step back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Alida said you were sick.”

      Before she could turn to Alida, the girl ran out of the room, and Lucy laughed. “Well, I’m going to leave you two alone.”

      The man still looked sexy as hell. His hair was longer. His eyes didn’t sparkle as much as they had.

      “I’m fine, Gideon. Go.”

      Her stupid dragon used that moment to come back to life. She wanted to pin Gideon down and strip him naked. But the human side still had control, so she stood with her arms crossed and waited for him to leave.

      His lip ticked up, and he folded his arms. “I’m not leaving. We need to talk.”

      “There was plenty of time to talk over the last month, and you chose not to come talk to me.” The words came out clipped.

      “I had things to work out.”

      “We were supposed to be a team and work things out together.”

      “We are a team.” He sighed. “But one of the things I needed to do on my own, I just finished, and I was getting ready to come here when Alida showed up. You can ask Kirin or Kia. They both knew I was coming over today.”

      It hurt that he’d been talking to them and not her. Gideon hadn’t even picked up the phone to call her over the last month to see if she was okay.

      “You can’t just walk back into my life after ignoring me for a month. Even if you had something to work out, you could’ve called, emailed, or even sent a text. But instead, I got radio silence, and I needed you. Things have been difficult, and the one person I needed wasn’t there for me.”

      Gideon stepped across the room and ran his thumb over her cheek, wiping the tear away. “What I was doing took longer than I expected. If I’d called and heard your voice, I wouldn’t have been able to stay away. And what I was doing was for you.”

      “I missed you so much,” she said.

      With his fingers on her and him being so close, the anger started to drift away. She wanted him to wrap his arms around her and make the world disappear.

      “It killed me to be away from you. Hell, I made Kia steal your pillow one night, so I could smell your shampoo. Do you know what kind of favor I’m going to owe the dragon now? There are things I need to tell you, and if you still want me, afterward, I want to take you home, and we will bond.”

      She didn’t need to hear the things he’d done in the past. “I don’t want to wait.”

      “There are things you need to know.”

      She held her hand to his face. “No, there aren’t, Gideon. I love you, and that is all that matters.”

      His eyes flashed dark emerald green. “You love me?”

      “Yes, you silly warlock, and if you’d talked to me days ago, you would already know that.”

      He pressed his lips to hers. The kiss was demanding and full of need. “I love you, too, my angel,” Gideon whispered against her lips.

      “I need you, Gideon.”

      He tore her tank top over her head. Gideon kissed his way down her neck, and when he got to her nipple, he captured it in his lips. His other hand pressed between her legs. The second his finger skimmed her clit, fire coursed through her body.

      “You’re already wet and needy for me.”

      “Please… Gideon.”

      When he took his hand away and got off the bed, she let out a whimper. He quickly discarded his jeans. Her mouth watered at the sight of his hard cock.

      He climbed back onto the bed, and before he could work his way down her body, she tightened her grip. “I need you now, Gideon.”

      His eyes searched hers for a split second before he pushed in and she wrapped her legs around him. She met his thrusts, and when she placed her face in the crook of his neck, she couldn’t help but run her teeth along his shoulder.

      Gideon thrust harder with each swipe of his tongue. “Claim me,” he whispered.

      There was no holding back. Her teeth clamped down on his shoulder, and an orgasm rushed through her body. Gideon’s magic filled the room. They started to float above the bed, but Gideon kept thrusting until he went over the edge, and the magic disappeared. The dull ache in her heart was gone.

      “Can we do that again?” Diem asked.

      Gideon rolled over onto his back and pulled her to his side. “We can do that as much as you want for the rest of our lives.”

      She touched the eternity symbol on his chest. She would live forever. It should scare her, but knowing Gideon would be by her side for all of it, she couldn’t wait for what the next hundred years brought them. He ran his hand down her side and traced her scar.

      “Can you tell me what you’ve been working on?” she asked.

      Gideon let out a sigh. “We should have talked about it before we bonded, but there is no going back, and I don’t regret anything. After we got you out of the lab, my memories came back. And one of them was about your mom.”

      Diem hadn’t even considered the possibility that her mom might still be alive. She figured Kia or Kirin would have said something to her. “Is she still alive?”

      “Yes, but years ago, I helped her hide and erased her memory.”

      “I’m happy she’s alive.”

      “I don’t know how I got so lucky. I’m sorry I erased her memory, but I wanted you to meet your mom. So for the past few weeks, I’ve been working with her. And yesterday, she finally got her memories back, and she wants to meet you.”

      She was the luckiest woman alive to have found Gideon as her mate. “I love you so much.”

      “You’re not mad at me, angel?”

      “Of course not. Next time, we’ll work these things out as a team. I thought you didn’t want to be with me any longer.”

      Gideon spent the rest of the night making love to her.
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      “Are we there yet?” Kayda asked from the back seat. She had her signature glare in place.

      This was the same question she’d asked less than ten minutes earlier. He wondered if the woman was three years old.

      He let the question roll off his shoulders. Someone else in the car could answer her, because it seemed like she couldn’t hear a word he said. Arrow sat next to her and grunted—his only response to Kayda for the last hour. Gideon almost regretted offering to let Kayda come along in their car, but it made his mate happy, and that was all that mattered. Gideon could deal with the crabby sister.

      He was happy and nervous. He now understood why Kirin, Kia, and Conley were so different after finding their mates and bonding. The world had changed the second he connected with Diem, and he wanted everyone to have the same connection.

      That was another reason he was tolerating the two in the back of his car. Gideon caught Arrow looking at Kayda with soft eyes before he schooled his features back into a frown.

      “Is anyone going to answer me?” Kayda asked.

      Diem reached over and grabbed his hand, and he glanced at her. She had a twinkle in her eyes.

      Damn, I am lucky to have found the most beautiful woman.

      “I heard you, Kayda,” Diem said. “I’m choosing to ignore your dumb question. You know where we’re going, and you have a phone. If you want the exact ETA, look it up.”

      Kayda huffed. “Yeah, tell that to the dragon pushing at my skin.”

      She still struggled with her beast. Lucy had worked to try to find a formula that would help her. Nothing seemed to work, and Kirin worried she would change in a crowded area.

      Arrow hadn’t left her side, even though she ignored him or called him an overgrown babysitter. There was so much anger in Kayda, and Gideon wondered if it was from the change or from something that had happened before the change.

      “Do we need to stop?” Arrow asked. He tried to grab Kayda’s hand, but she yanked it away.

      “No. Let’s go meet and greet our mother, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      Thirty minutes later, he pulled to a stop in Catherina’s driveway. So much had changed in the past day. Diem and he had gotten back together.

      He jumped out of the car and walked to Diem’s side and held the door open. She smiled up at him as she climbed out of the car. Kayda growled at Arrow for trying to help her. She told him she could get the door by herself.

      Gideon held Diem’s hand as they walked up to the small house. “Ready?”

      She nodded, and he knocked on the door. Catherina opened the door. Her blond hair was tied back, and she had on a flowered dress. The tears in her green eyes broke Gideon’s heart—the years away from her daughters, even if she hadn’t known they existed.

      “Stop that, Gideon,” Catharine said. “You brought them back to me.”

      When Catherina opened her arms, Diem walked right into them. Kayda didn’t move. She just watched like a predator, as if not sure she fit in. Catherina didn’t push her. She smiled at her other daughter and invited everyone into the house.

      They followed her in, and everyone took a seat around the table.

      “I made cookies,” Catharine said, her voice shaking. “I want to hear everything about you.”

      “Our sperm donor of a dad turned us into dragons,” Kayda grumbled. “So there’s that.”

      Gideon squeezed Diem’s hand as she closed her eyes for a second. Nobody ever corrected or yelled at Kayda. They were all walking on eggshells, and soon everything would blow up. It was just a matter of time.

      Diem said, “Gideon and I are going to assist Kirin with the things he remembered, and after that, we are going to spend some time in Ireland.”

      Gideon had wanted to whisk her away after making love, but he knew she wanted to meet her mom first. And she wasn’t ready to leave her sister alone.

      “I’ve always wanted to go to Ireland,” Catherina said.

      His house outside of Dublin was huge. He had staff who kept the place up. It was also away from everything, so Diem could change into her dragon whenever she wanted and not have to worry.

      “You’re always welcome to join us,” he said.

      “I might take you up on the offer. You gave me my memories back. I remember more about the shifter world. I’m pretty sure you mated, but do you plan to have a wedding?”

      He hadn’t even thought about it. “If Diem wants a wedding, then yes.”

      “We have so much going on. If we do, it won’t be for a while,” Diem said.

      “You mean, you have to wait until your sister isn’t crazy?” Kayda snarled. A little smoke came out of her nose. She was close to a shift and needed to get her anger under control.

      Diem must have been at her wit’s end. She said, “Kayda, you need to take the stick out of your ass. Yes, it sucks that you were turned into a dragon and not asked if you wanted that. Well, I wasn’t asked either. But nobody in this room put the needle in your arm, and if you keep acting like a bitch, nobody is going to want to be around you. I’m surprised Arrow hasn’t thrown his hands up and left.” Diem took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean that, Kayda.”

      “Yes, you did. It was the first time you were actually real with me since this happened. I don’t know why I came along today. I’m not ready for this.”

      She shoved the chair back and stormed out of the room.

      “Kayda…” Diem started to get out of her chair.

      “Stay and spend time with your mom. Let me go talk her down.” Arrow stood and walked out of the room after Kayda.

      “She’s having…” Diem trailed off.

      “It’s okay,” Catharine said. “She needs time. Maybe this is all too soon, but I wanted to see you.”

      “And I wanted to see you.”

      For the next hour, Diem and her mom chatted about everything. Gideon still couldn’t believe how lucky he was. His phone vibrated. Arrow sent him a text letting him know he and Kayda were going to find another way back.

      Arrow had his hands full. But Gideon knew it would work out, not because he saw the future but because Alida had said Arrow would find his mate, and he had a feeling it was Kayda.

      On the drive back home, Diem smiled over at him. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me, angel. I would do anything for you.”

      “I know, and that’s why I love you!”

      “I love you too.” He was the luckiest man alive.
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        * * *

      

      Arrow

      He unlocked his apartment door and didn’t need to see her to know she was in his home. It was where she came to hide. The problem was, she didn’t want to talk about what was going on. She only used him so she would have a getaway place. His wolf wanted to be near her, and the way she pushed him away bothered him, but she was hurting.

      Diem and Gideon had tried to help her, and it hadn’t worked. He had an idea of what might work. It was a long shot, but after three months of her being rude, it had to stop.

      He grabbed a beer from the fridge and walked to the back patio. She was staring off into the mountains. Arrow was well aware he shouldn’t poke the dragon, but it was time someone did something.

      “Hey, Arrow,” she said, not looking at him. “I’ll leave soon.”

      His eyes went to the spot she was staring at, and he tried to figure out what thought she was lost in. He wished she would talk to someone. “You don’t have to leave,” he informed her.

      “If I don’t get back soon, Diem will send out a search party for her lost dog.”

      Diem had sent Gideon to his house, looking for Kayda. It had been two months before, and she was still complaining about it. There were many times Arrow had come home and knew Kayda had been at his place. She would come almost every day while he wasn’t there.

      “How about I throw some steaks on the grill and we eat dinner?”

      “Do you have some of that potato salad left?” she asked.

      He knew it was one of her favorite things and made sure to always keep it stocked in the fridge. “Yes. I might even have some chocolate cake in the fridge for dessert.”

      Before she had a chance to change her mind, he walked back into the house and grabbed what he needed. They both liked their steaks barely cooked. After he got the steaks on the grill, he turned to Kayda. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

      “I’m a dragon.”

      “There’s something else bothering you.”

      “I don’t know what it is. Ever since I was turned, I feel like I lost myself. My job defined me. I worked my ass off, and now I spend my days getting poked by a human, and she’s not even nice with the needle.”

      That was probably because Kayda was a bitch to everyone, and people were at their wit's end trying to help her. But that was the problem—everyone wanted to fix her, but the only person who could do it was Kayda herself.

      “Do you want to find the new you, or do you want to stay angry?” he asked. This was the deepest their conversations had every gotten.

      “I’m sick of being mad at the world, but I don’t know how to fix it.”

      “Do you want to?” he asked. God, I hope she says yes.

      “I’m sick of being angry.”

      That was a start. “I think I know a way to help you, but you’re going to have to leave West Virginia and your sister for a while,” he said.

      “Seeing her happy every day is making it worse for me. I want to be happy for her, but every time I open my mouth, I’m just a bitch.”

      He nodded. There was no point in sugarcoating it. “If you’re ready, my idea might work.”

      She narrowed her eyes, and he worried she was about to change her mind. “We’re not going to Costa Rica, are we? I’m not doing what Diem did. If that was your plan, you need to figure something else out.”

      “Hell no. And if we want to do a ritual, my uncle is a shaman. But you would have to need a lot of help before we went there.”

      She barked out a laugh. “You don’t think I need a lot of help?”

      He took a step toward her and ran his hand down her face. She didn’t flinch. “No. I think you are a little lost and need help to find what you're looking for.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “That is for you to figure out. After dinner, we will go to Gideon’s and pack your bags, and we’ll head out tomorrow.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Cassadaga, Florida. You’re not the only one who needs to figure some things out.”

      Arrow looked to the corner of the room, where the ghost of his dead mate sat and smiled at him. He had his own ghosts that haunted him.

      Preorder Arrow and Kayda’s story now! The Dragon’s Wolf
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