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    Chapter 1 – Michael 
 
      
 
    Michael Koff prided himself in the swift, accurate efficiency he afforded his work in the Magical Acquisitions Department of InnoCell, but today, he produced nothing but failure after failure. 
 
    He tapped the transparent screen displaying the empty search results for his query into the digital and magical archives of the entire company, as well as all publicly available databases and those licensed for InnoCell's use. For hours, he'd searched term after term, key phrase after key phrase, and nothing came up to help him solve the mystery that had been dropped in his lap the previous night. 
 
    "Search: Artifact archives leftover from unknown ancient civilizations," he said, and the tablet—a hybrid magical and electronic device—chimed before resuming the search. 
 
    On a metallic pedestal floating in the center of Michael's office was an unusual glass gauntlet. It was completely transparent save for a subtle rainbow-colored shine that glinted across the surface in the sunlight. At its core, in the glove's palm, a tiny globe of golden light gathered just beneath the surface, but in the many times he had let the glove reshape to forge itself into a perfect match for his hand, he couldn't sense the kind of magic inside. Or what its purpose might be. 
 
    Neither, for that matter, could all the resources at his disposal. The tablet made a dull knocking sound, a sound that Michael had come to find synonymous with disappointment. Never once had the vast knowledge accumulated by InnoCell—the company forged of the sweat and blood of himself and his closest friends—failed him. 
 
    "Search: Energy-storing artifacts," he said and wandered toward the glass wall of his office overlooking the city. 
 
    His office wasn't enormous or grand like his best friend's, Danny, who ran the company at the highest level. But Michael rarely spent more than a few hours in here at a time. Today was an exception. If he couldn't discern the properties of the strange gauntlet by dinnertime, he would have to resume his search in the actual Magical Acquisitions Department. 
 
    Usually, he was so skilled at his job that he didn't need any of their sophisticated analysis equipment to determine an artifact's purpose. At first, he had taken the artifact as a challenge, a puzzle that he would crack with time and deep thinking. He enjoyed those, when it suited him, but he was hours past interested, entering the dangerous zone of frustration. 
 
    Had the anonymous donor of the artifact provided any information whatsoever, perhaps the task wouldn't feel so impossible. Alas, they claimed to know nothing about it. And unknown, so far, was a definition that stuck. 
 
    Michael didn't like not knowing. 
 
    It was his job to know, like it was Liam's job to know every little thing about each person crawling across the asphalt like ants in their mundane vehicles far below InnoCell's watchful eye. Michael tracked a silver SUV as it traversed the streets of Blackfall below as if, somehow, it would reveal the mysteries cluttering Michael's head. 
 
    Years had passed since Michael last seriously contemplated consulting the physical paper and ink archives in the lowest levels of InnoCell. They had long moved past that necessity; in that regard, InnoCell had revolutionized magical practice by digitizing many rare documents that had once been only available in special collections. 
 
    So much use the effort had proven for this project. 
 
    "Am I interrupting something?" a deep voice said from behind. 
 
    Michael blinked, unmoving at first, but then stepped away from the window. A delicate lattice of frost crested the glass in circular waves from where he'd been standing moments ago. It happened all the time when he was in a state of deep concentration, using his magic to subconsciously alter the world around him. Since he was an ice dragon, evidence of his magic usually displayed in curious patterns like this. 
 
    He cleared his throat and tucked a strand of long, silvery-white hair behind his ear as he turned to face his unexpected visitor. "Not at all," he said. "I was just thinking." 
 
    The man, Troy Frest, waltzed into the office as if he owned the place. In some respects, he did. Like Michael, he was one of the showrunners of InnoCell. But this was Michael's office, and there were very few who could wander inside without fear of being iced and thrown out before knowing what hit them. Although Michael's magic wasn't, strictly speaking, making ice, it was a side effect of his more prominent abilities. 
 
    "I heard you have a complicated case," Troy said, approaching the floating pedestal. He raised his eyebrows at the strange piece of equipment and lifted a muscular arm to touch it. 
 
    Michael sucked in a breath and, just like that, froze Troy in place. Several snowflakes drifted around him, and Michael, as he circled around, pushed Troy out of the way and plucked the artifact from its place. He exhaled, and the snow melted, leaving several droplets of water on the polished floor, the only real evidence left over from his slowing time. 
 
    Troy blinked and did a double-take when he noticed that the gauntlet was gone. He rubbed his hand where Michael had touched him and then he crossed his arms. "Was that really necessary?" 
 
    "Handling unknown artifacts is incredibly dangerous, Troy," Michael said, unable to keep his annoyance from creeping into his voice. It gained that sharp, icy sheen he was famous for. 
 
    "Just this morning, Evan told me you were waving that thing around, bragging that you had some cool new artifact to play with." 
 
    "Does that really sound like me?" 
 
    Troy tilted his head back and forth in thought. "Eeeehhh ... now that you mention it, maybe not. You take your job way too seriously." 
 
    "And you don't take yours seriously enough. You should know better than me about how dangerous artifacts can be." 
 
    Though Michael was skilled at acquiring and identifying artifacts, he hadn't the technical skill, patience, or proper magic to make them himself. Of all of them working at InnoCell, Troy was the one and only. That power granted him an unparalleled amount of sway over the projects undertaken by the company, but, thankfully, Troy had a good head on his shoulders and usually didn't stray too far from InnoCell's primary goal of improving the world for everyone, not just magical folk. 
 
    Usually. 
 
    There was, after all, the time where he'd nearly blown up Blackfall because he didn't take the necessary precautions before testing a new design idea he had. Oh, wait. That had happened twice. 
 
    "I'm sensing some unexpressed resentment," Troy said. He adopted a tone that was subtly mocking. "Do you want to talk about it?" 
 
    Michael didn't respond. He was staring out the window again, conscious only of the slow pulse of magic inside the gauntlet wrapped in his arms. He hugged it close to his chest, letting the warmth of it anchor him somewhere outside of the physical world, where Tory was nattering off about Michael needing the help of a good therapist. Ironically or not, he never really was sure. 
 
    There was something about this gauntlet that called to him. Considering the unusual circumstances of its arrival at InnoCell, he couldn't leave it as an unknown like this. It needed to be locked away and protected. Or, them protected from it, since it was rare that an artifact entered the company's halls without an explicit exchange of millions of dollars. 
 
    A gift, maybe. Or an attempt at sabotage from their greatest enemies. There were many who sought InnoCell's destruction, but none more fervently than the Claws, a crew of rival dragon shifters. 
 
    "Are you even listening to me?" Troy said. 
 
    "No," Michael said, although he turned to his friend. "I was thinking of skipping dinner, dropping this off in the vault, and continuing my research in the physical archives." 
 
    "Research?" Troy laughed. "Come on, I can't believe you're still doing that on your own. You know we pay at least a dozen different people to do that, right? Your time is better spent elsewhere." 
 
    "Identifying artifacts is an important part of what I do at InnoCell. If, this time, that means doing manual research, so be it." 
 
    "If you insist on going, you should at least take someone to help you." Troy gave a playful smirk and ran a hand through his electrifying blond hair. There was a subtle zap as he activated his magic. 
 
    At that, Michael frowned. His friend was up to something. 
 
    Michael, however, didn't have time for mind games. He'd already spent the whole day working on identifying the gauntlet with no results; he'd pushed back his calendar for the next two days as a result of the futile search. No matter what, he would figure this puzzle out. InnoCell's safety could depend on it. Maybe he should consult Liam, too, since he was in charge of all of InnoCell's security. If Claws was up to something, he might be able to shed some light on the gauntlet's mystery, too. 
 
    He’d spend the rest of the night doing archival research and catch up with Liam tomorrow and re-strategize if necessary. 
 
    "No, thank you," Michael said. "I really prefer doing my research alone. Conversation is only a distraction." He gave Troy a pointed look, but Troy was so used to Michael's icy attitude at this point that it had little effect on the man. 
 
    In fact, his smirk only deepened. "Come on. Haven't you seen our research assistants? Some of them are smokin'. Danny really has a keen eye—" 
 
    Michael glared. 
 
    "—had a keen eye, I mean. Before he went and found his mate." Troy shrugged, but he was as shameless as ever. "There's this red-headed beauty, Loretta, who's always had a thing for me. While we were working on the magical components of the Lifesaver, I had her accompany me to the stacks for a bit of bodily "research" if you know what I mean." 
 
    Michael was truly past the point of being surprised at how far his friends and colleagues went in their endless attempt to feed their insatiable lust. Most male shifters were like them, really, and Michael couldn't claim complete innocence. He'd had his years where he slept around with just about any woman who showed a shred of interest in him. Once he had their attention, it had never been difficult to charm his way into something more. Many women, even if they were put off by his icy demeanor, found him attractive enough to bed at least once. 
 
    But he had learned a lot about himself during those years of fun. Now, he rarely bothered. It wasn't that he didn't want to ... there was just something missing with all the women he'd been with, and he could never place his finger on it. 
 
    "I'm afraid I do," Michael said and strode past Troy, toward his office door. "If you're done with your nonsense and fulfilled your annoying, childish curiosity, I have adult business to attend to. Downstairs." 
 
    He pulled the door open. 
 
    "Wait, wait, wait," Troy said as he came up behind Michael. "I'm just messing with you." 
 
    Michael let the door fall shut again, but instead of turning to face his friend, he just clutched the gauntlet a little tighter. He'd never had to go long without discovering the name for something, and, in the neatly organized folders that were his mind, this created an unwanted anomaly. If he didn't discover what it really was, he'd need a nickname for it. 
 
    "I am well aware of what passes as a joke to you," Michael said. 
 
    "Come on. Are you really going to pull all Mr. Icy Broodmaster on me today? That's what the press is calling you these days, you know." 
 
    "I doubt even the cesspool that is tabloid media would fall so low. But, then again, I wouldn't be surprised." At last, he faced Troy again. "What do you really want?" 
 
    "All the stuff about the research assistants ... I was just kidding." 
 
    At that, Michael managed a bemused smile. "No, you weren't. I happen to know that Loretta is quite fond of you. More so since your last late-night bender in the lab. Though, I do recall you telling Danny that you were there doing urgent testing for the Lifesaver." 
 
    "Urgent coitus is the best coitus, you know what they say," Troy said with a wink. 
 
    "No one says that." 
 
    "You're missing the point. I didn't bring all that up because I actually thought you'd take my advice." 
 
    Michael tapped the top of the gauntlet, betraying his impatience. "Which part? That I should risk a scandal with one of our own employees, or that I should use our research assistants for what we pay them for—research?" 
 
    "Both." 
 
    At that, Michael raised an unconvinced eyebrow. 
 
    "Look, Michael, I know you're independent, you like to do things on your own terms. Fine, whatever. But the workload has been piling up over the last year or two, hasn't it? And especially since the success of the Lifesaver a few months ago ..." 
 
    "It has, but I have managed fine so far. My work is confidential and important." 
 
    Troy ignored Michael and continued, "I think it's about time you found a personal assistant of your own. If you don't want someone to help with your research, fine. But your time is far too valuable to spend it on everyday administration work and rummaging through the physical archives. You don't even like the physical archives." 
 
    "I don't, but I also don't see how your story of illicit nights with Loretta has anything to do with me finding an assistant." 
 
    "You're too professional to mess around with your employees. That was my point." Troy took an exhausted breath. "And that's important, because, well ... I have a recommendation for who your assistant should be." 
 
    Now, Michael had to admit, he was curious. Troy had never gone so far out of his way to make a recommendation before. "You make me wonder whether this is truly a favor for me or for the one you're about to recommend. But it doesn't matter. I don't need an assistant," Michael said. 
 
    "I think you should at least consider it. I have a good candidate lined up, someone who knows enough about artifacts and research to make your work more efficient. Especially when you run into problems like these." Troy gestured to Michael and the glass gauntlet. 
 
    Michael barely registered what Troy was saying. He was, again, fixated on the artifact. It hadn't proven to be dangerous so far, but it could be. At any rate, staying here, chatting with Troy, was cutting into his valuable research time. He needed to slip away. But even though agreeing to an assistant seemed like the easiest way to get out of Troy's grasp right now, Michael was hesitant to agree. 
 
    Troy had said a few other things, but Michael had fallen into his thoughts again and missed it all, save for the last snippet: "Laurel. My little sister. I know you've been avoiding her for a while, but I thought—" 
 
    His voice was silenced by Michael plunging back into his thoughts. The last time he saw Laurel was almost two years ago. She'd just turned 21 at the time, and Troy and Danny insisted on hosting a large party for her at one of their usual haunts. Somehow, a man that hadn't been invited had made it into the club, the Ghost's Parade, and he—a scruffy man who must have been in his forties or fifties—was getting handsy with Laurel, who'd had a little too much to drink. 
 
    Michael had a distinct memory of punching the man in the face. Several times, actually, until his jaw broke and he'd lost several teeth. 
 
    And, for some reason, Laurel found the whole ordeal hilarious enough that she insisted that Michael supervise her for the rest of the night. 'Supervising' her, in this case, had meant allowing her to fall asleep in his lap on one of the couches. For some reason, Michael had let her. He still remembered the silkiness of her long, blonde hair between his fingers. 
 
    After that, he avoided her at all costs, even if she'd been a constant in his life before that point. It hadn't seemed appropriate to be near her, no matter how much he craved her company. It probably would have just ended up with him beating another man into the hospital, if Troy's stories of Laurel's escapades since then had any hint of truth to them. 
 
    "The answer is no. No personal assistant, no Laurel." Michael was rubbing the bridge of his nose between his index finger and thumb. "How many times do I have to say it?" 
 
    Deep inside him, an icy layer of magic began to seep through his bones as his dragon stirred. It wanted Laurel near. Their dragon forms had always gotten along well. But it was inappropriate, and ... and Michael wasn't sure what he would do with himself if he had to rearrange his entire work life to accommodate an assistant. Or how having Laurel around might serve to distract him even more. 
 
    "And how many times do I have to tell you that your time is more valuable than this?" Troy said. He'd lost his playful, sarcastic tone at some point during the one-way conversation that Michael hadn't been present for. "Smarten up. I didn't want to have to pull authority on you if I didn't have to, but it's by Danny's request." 
 
    A subtle pulse tingled in the back of Michael's skull, the first signs of a new headache. "Danny doesn't request anything." 
 
    "You're his right-hand man. Did you seriously expect him to let you do whatever you want? I'm sure if you really want to do the research, that's fine. You're good at that. But there's so much else that—" 
 
    Michael had heard enough. "Fine. I'll take an assistant on a trial basis, but I won't guarantee that I will like it or keep them long." 
 
    Troy snorted. "Like anyone would want to stay around your icy ass for long." 
 
    "Exactly." Michael's lips quirked into a smile. "I presume you have someone in mind." 
 
    At that, Troy frowned, gaining a look of concern. "I swear there are times where you're off on a completely different planet. Did you not listen to anything I said?" 
 
    "You threatened my existence with the mere mention of a personal assistant," Michael said, scowling, but he was joking. Sort of. "What did you expect?" 
 
    Although Michael severely objected to the idea of having help, he saw the logic behind it. It was the mention of Laurel that threw him off, had his head spinning in circles that made no sense to him. Everything about his life was perfectly organized, pristine, logical. 
 
    Emotion wasn't logical. That was why the second something stirred inside him for her, he'd sealed himself in a different reality that in no way, shape, or form intersected with her reality. There were no conflicts that way, no distractions to tumble the walls of his carefully cultivated life. 
 
    But what if that was a mistake? 
 
    Well, it wasn't like he would see her anytime soon. And if he did, he'd already programmed himself to turn and flee in the other direction. 
 
    "A personal assistant," Michael muttered, leaving Troy in his office. "Yeah, right." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – Laurel 
 
      
 
    The blankets shifted against Laurel's will. A ferocious, predatory feline sniffed her out, pressing its wet nose against her back. The world stilled when the creature opened its mouth, prepared to bite into its new meal ... only to lick her instead. 
 
    The roughness of Felix's tongue stirred Laurel from her bitter slumber, groaning like a horrible monster as she turned over and groped for her cat. She ran her fingers over his thick fur and pulled him closer, much to his disappointment. 
 
    "Is it that time of day already?" Laurel mumbled into her pillow. 
 
    Mornings. Ugh. Not her favorite time of day, especially not after she'd allowed herself a few too many self-pity drinks last night, for the third night in a row. 
 
    She'd felt like this ever since she lost her job at the Blackfall Museum. It had been her favorite job to date, and she lost it over something that wasn't even her fault! For once in her life, Laurel had found something that fulfilled her. Gave her a purpose. Met some need other than just needing to pay the bills. She'd felt like, finally, things were starting to go her way in life. That she wasn't just the little failure trailing along behind her mega-successful big brother, Troy Frest, and his friends. 
 
    But she'd let it all slip through her fingers. 
 
    Felix started licking her again. This time, it was her hand and fingers, defying the laws of flexibility in the way that only cats could to lick her with his sandpaper tongue while she scratched his bumpy spine. Laurel had probably slept in again, making it far past her kitty's usual breakfast time. Her stomach let out a hollow rumble, reminding her that it was long past her usual breakfast time, too. 
 
    She peeked outside the confines of her protective blanket but retreated from the touch of sunlight. "I'm sorry, Felix. Soldier down. You'll have to fend for yourself from here on out." 
 
    He meowed in response and started burrowing deeper into the blankets, upending Laurel's most comfortable position. 
 
    "No? Are you trying to tell me I don't deserve a morning to wallow in my self-pity?" Laurel said. 
 
    She imagined that, if she could have seen Felix, he would have had a look that said something along the lines of 'you've already had three' before staring expectantly at his food dish. 
 
    "Well, let's see how you feel if you ever lose a job because your co-worker, no, manager, is a complete idiot." Felix pushed up against her curled legs, and she sighed. When she started petting him again, he purred. Another clear indication that he was very ready for his breakfast. "No, hun, you're never going to lose your job as my cutest friend. Don't worry." 
 
    Inside her, her dragon rumbled like a thundercloud in protest. 
 
    "You're not cute," she said. "You're just a badass, like me." 
 
    Despite Felix's prodding, Laurel wanted to spend a few more moments in bed. She was just so tired of working so hard for everything but constantly falling short of her expectations of herself. When was she going to learn to stop getting in her own way? 
 
    She knew it was easier said than done, especially when her magic was always working against her. She, by nature, was already hotheaded and stubborn enough, but once her magic started working on her and everyone around her, she always fell into the trap of letting her emotions get the better of her. And, during those moments, it always seemed like a good idea to call out idiots on their shortcomings ... even when it was most certainly not a good idea, and even when that idiot was her boss. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    "That's right, Felix. If Jerome didn't want to be called a flat-faced, useless monkey, he shouldn't have smashed the priceless piece of Aztec turquoise that I've spent the last three months examining." 
 
    Ruined beyond repair. Magic could probably fix it, but that was only something Laurel realized after she went off on Jerome, and after she'd lost her job. It was too late. There was nothing Laurel could do now but mourn the loss of a fragment of history and a perfectly good job. 
 
    She knew, logically, that it had been an accident. She couldn't even fully explain why she'd gotten so mad at him. Stuff broke all the time. Most of it could be fixed or restored one way or another. At the time, she clearly remembered thinking that he should have been fired for breaking it. But now she understood that her behavior had been unacceptable. If, maybe, a little justified. 
 
    And so, her self-pity was more than a little justified, too. 
 
    Felix started licking her again. 
 
    She pushed him away. "Just five more minutes. You'll get fed. You're not hungry enough to start eating me, are you?" 
 
    But before Laurel could come up with an imaginary response, the doorbell rang. It looked like she wasn't going to get those five minutes. At least, not five minutes of peace. She buried herself beneath a pillow and willed whoever was outside her door to go away. 
 
    They knocked again. This time, a little louder, followed by a distinctly masculine, "Laurel! Open the door!" 
 
    She couldn't imagine who would want to talk to her. Even though she'd loved her job, she'd had it for less than a year, and she intimidated just enough everyone she worked with to the point where she hadn't made any friends. None, at least, that would bother to pay her a visit and mourn her idiocy with her. 
 
    The knocking came again, followed by another shout. Now, instead of mourning her job, Laurel mourned the loss of her time in bed as she crawled out from under the sheets, practically hissing like a wild animal at the sharp hints of sunlight in her room. Felix bounded from beneath the blankets, leaped off the bed, and raced from the room, probably toward his bowl in the kitchen. 
 
    Laurel was much more reserved in her wake-up and lacking enthusiasm but managed to tidy her appearance a bit and make herself presentable before finally answering the door. Where, to her surprise, her big brother Troy waited for her. With crossed arms and an annoyed frown. 
 
    "You're a mess." 
 
    "Yeah, no shit," Laurel said and rolled her eyes. "What do you want? Are you here to make fun of yet another one of my failures?" 
 
    Troy frowned, making an expression that made him look like a wounded animal. Or, in his case, a wounded dragon. "Since when have I ever made fun of you?" 
 
    "Like, every day when I was a kid." 
 
    "Well, you're not a kid anymore, and I haven't teased you about anything serious, ever." 
 
    When Laurel, still unimpressed by his arrival, crossed her arms, Troy lifted the brown paper bag he was carrying. She noticed, then, that there was also a drink tray with two orangey-yellow drinks propped inside. 
 
    "I come with peace offerings," he said. 
 
    At that, Laurel managed to smile. "As if there was ever a war in the first place." 
 
    She moved to the side and let Troy into her modest apartment. It was nice, if small, much smaller than anything Troy owned. Despite her initial reaction to his arrival, they actually had a good sibling relationship. Laurel just got like this whenever something went wrong in her life. So, every other week, maybe. He was a good brother, always doing things like this to cheer her up or help her. 
 
    Laurel wanted nothing more than to be self-sufficient, but so far, that never seemed like it would happen. Even so, she refused to take a dime of Troy's money. 
 
    "Welcome to my humble abode," Laurel said, sarcastically revealing her kitchen. 
 
    She had only the necessary appliances and a messy island counter; there wasn't enough space for a real kitchen table. The balcony curtains were drawn shut, preventing more than a few slits of lights from illuminating the room, although they were sheer enough to light the room with a dull glow. Still, as Troy went to place breakfast on the counter, Laurel flicked on the light. 
 
    Felix waited by his bowl and craned his neck in Laurel's direction. Now that she could see him, he meowed, and she finally went to feed him, giving him some well-deserved scritches before pulling up a barstool to join Troy on the little slip of marble countertop that acted as her table. 
 
    "So, what are you really doing here?" Laurel asked. She took one of the smoothie drinks from the drink tray and swished it around before taking a sip. Mmm. Mango peach. 
 
    "I wanted to check on you, is all. I know how much you loved your job." 
 
    "Now I have to learn to love something else, I guess," she said. 
 
    Troy dug through the bag and handed her a smaller white one with what looked like a BLT with egg on an everything bagel. Laurel's favorite. Her brother sure knew how to treat her when she needed it, and only begrudgingly did she admit that she was glad for his company. Maybe Felix was right. She'd had her three days already, and now it was time to move on to bigger and better things. Whatever that was. 
 
    "Do you have any ideas about what you'll do now?" 
 
    Laurel scoffed. "Do you even have to ask? I'm technically still within my allotted ritual mourning period. I'm allowed to not have any plans yet." 
 
    "Right, right." Troy raised his hands defensively. "Don't let me interrupt you." 
 
    She glared at him as she took the first bite of her BLT. Between bites, she mumbled, "far too late for that, brother. But I'll forgive you because of the food." 
 
    "Assuming you were starting to plan what to do next, what would you do?" Troy said. While he waited for Laurel to respond, he started on his breakfast sandwich. 
 
    "I dunno," she said. And that was the most honest response she could provide. She sighed and swirled her drink around some more. "Working at the Blackfall Museum was really a dream job. Finally a chance to put my mind to work in ways I hadn't really expected to be useful. Helped that it was fun, too. I suppose I'd want something similar. I might have to move out of Blackfall to find a similar position, though, since that museum was the largest in the city. I don't think the others are hiring right now, anyway." 
 
    A weight of desperation compressed Laurel's chest, and her shoulders slumped beneath it, too. She really wasn't ready to think about all this yet. The reality of it all was that the chances of finding a job just as good or better were slim, and if she did, she'd have to move. And she didn't want to; she'd never lived far from her brother. 
 
    Which meant her only option was to try a different career path, and that option seemed just as bad as potentially having to move. 
 
    "What is it about the museum that you loved, anyway? You never told me much about your job. Just something about the artifacts and research," Troy said after a while. 
 
    "That's pretty much it. There's a massive collection behind closed doors, either stuff that the museum has bought or was donated. Most of it hasn't been catalogued because no one really knows what any of it is, so it was my job to examine each piece, figure out where it came from and what it was for, and see if it would fit into the museum's open collection. It was working with the artifacts and learning about them that I really enjoyed. Which is why I'm not sure I can find something similar. That's really only something a museum would have." 
 
    "I see, that's good," Troy said. He was looking at Laurel with a smug expression before he finally cracked his neck and gave an exaggerated stretch. "I mean, it's a good thing you have the best older brother ever." 
 
    Laurel stopped drinking mid-sip. "What did you put in the drink this time? I really don't want to test another one of your weird magic catalysts again." 
 
    "What if I told you I'd secured you a position working as a research assistant at InnoCell?" 
 
    "I would ..." Laurel tilted her head. "Working with you? I don't know anything about making new tech. Or making anything, really. My power is the opposite of yours, remember? I'd probably ruin anything you managed to create." 
 
    "No, no. Working with the Magical Acquisitions Department. You know, with the unusual collection of magical artifacts and such that we've acquired over the years. There are lots that we still don't know much about, so I thought you might like it." 
 
    Troy went on about the position and what else she'd be expected to do, depending on exactly where they fit her in, but none of that mattered anymore. All that Laurel could think about was how the Magical Acquisitions Department was led by Michael Koff, one of Troy's best friends and the guy that Laurel had shamelessly had a crush on ever since she knew what having a crush meant. 
 
    She bit her lip. And that was when Troy stopped talking. "What? Is something wrong?" he asked. 
 
    "What does Michael think about this?" she said. "He's been avoiding me for the last two years, Troy. Ever since I embarrassed him at that party." 
 
    Troy gave her an incredulous look. "He's not embarrassed by you, Laury." 
 
    "Don't call me that, I'm not ten. What other reason would he have to avoid me like that?" 
 
    Laurel knew the answer, of course. She'd looked up to him her whole life, even before she'd fallen for his oceans-deep blue eyes and his unnaturally long white hair. But he'd never shown much fondness for her beyond what might be expected for an acquaintance. Most of the time she'd known him, she felt like he didn't even know she existed. And when she was finally old enough to catch his attention, she'd had a little too much to drink and had probably said or done something ridiculous that made him realize he wanted nothing to do with her. 
 
    The logical part of her said that she was nothing special. Michael kept everyone at a distance. But she'd wanted so badly to be special that she'd done the exact opposite of what she wanted: she'd driven him away. 
 
    There was an awkward silence as Troy seemed to consider a delicate way of explaining whatever it was what he needed to say. 
 
    "I talked to him," he said at last, "and he agreed to give it a try." 
 
    "That ... that wasn't what I expected. He's really okay with it?" 
 
    Laurel had been expecting to find that Troy had gone behind Michael's back to get her a position as a favor to her. Because, well, she was his sister. And had that been the case, she would have refused vehemently. As much as she wanted to be near Michael, to see him again after so long ... she couldn't put herself in that position knowing he didn't want to see her. He'd been avoiding her for almost two years already! 
 
    But if he knew she was coming and was okay with it, could she really say no? 
 
    "Yes. Is that okay? Do you want the job? I've always wanted to have you as part of the company," Troy said. 
 
    Laurel's spirits began to rise, for real, for the first time since that turquoise artifact had been broken. Working in InnoCell's Magical Acquisitions Department would top working at the Blackfall Museum or anything else she could find anywhere. Not only would she get to work with artifacts again, but there would also be magical ones, and the research would be more nuanced and interesting than anything in the mundane world. She'd never considered working at InnoCell an option because she didn't want to intrude on Troy's space. And ... well, Michael's. 
 
    Gods, how was she going to face him? Even if he had consented to her working there, that didn't change how the last time Laurel had seen him, she was plastered out of her mind. She barely remembered anything about that night, besides the fact that he'd pummeled some perverted old man for groping her breasts at the bar. And how Michael had stroked her hair and let her fall asleep in his lap after. 
 
    Laurel's temperature started to rise at the memory. Oh, no. She'd suppressed most of that night as much as she could since it had happened. It was way too embarrassing, and just thinking about it made her longing for Michael flare up again. 
 
    "You look a lot less pleased than I hoped," Troy said. 
 
    "No, no, it's not that I'm not thrilled, I'm just ... surprised, is all." 
 
    "If you don't want the job, don't feel forced into the position. We just have a new position that needs filling, and I thought you'd be a good fit." 
 
    Laurel bit her lip and broke eye contact with her brother. "You really want me to come?" 
 
    "It's a family business." Troy gave a lopsided smile, and Laurel matched him. "In the making, at least. So, do you want the job or not?" 
 
    The idea of working at InnoCell honestly terrified Laurel. It was a massive company that worked at a top-secret capacity every day. And working with magical artifacts would put her right in the thick of that secrecy and danger. But, she was also more excited than she could put into words just at the mere idea of working with bizarre magical artifacts day in and out. 
 
    As much as she loved working with the dusty relics of humanity's past, at InnoCell, she had the chance to do something much more.  
 
    "Of course I want it," she said. 
 
    Troy slapped the counter. "Perfect. You start tomorrow morning." 
 
    That threw Laurel off a little, and she wobbled in her backless chair. "Wait, what? Tomorrow?" 
 
    "You're needed right away. And you've run out of moping time." Troy checked his watch. "It's already noon." 
 
    "Shit." Laurel buried her face in her hands, but it wasn't the fact that she'd slept in so late that bothered her. 
 
    It was that she definitely wasn't ready to face Michael just yet. 
 
    But, she clung to the hope that her job wouldn't make her cross paths with him right away. She'd have time to reorient herself to the idea of being in close proximity to him—and to entering the entirely different world that InnoCell encompassed. 
 
    How wrong she was. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 – Michael 
 
      
 
    Michael wiped sleep from his eyes as he stepped from the elevator and onto the main floor of the Magical Acquisitions Department. He usually put far more care into his appearance, but today he had barely any mind to put on a fresh shirt, let alone make sure it was freshly pressed and that his tie was on straight. Or, for that matter, make sure he arrived at the office on time. 
 
    Ever since the glass gauntlet had arrived at InnoCell, he stopped caring about anything else. Last night, he'd been up much later than usual, at first in the archives and consulting other research staff, and then at home, digging into other potential avenues. 
 
    "Good morning, Mr. Koff," the pretty receptionist said as he passed. He gave her a curt, dismissive nod and continued on his way, but he still heard her clicking heels in pursuit of him. "Mr. Frest informed me of the upcoming changes to your routine with the addition of a personal assistant. I just thought you should know—" 
 
    "Please, do not worry about it. I will settle matters on my own end first," he said as he reached for the door handle. 
 
    She retreated. "Very well, sir. Please keep me up to date." 
 
    If Michael could help it, he wouldn't have an assistant for very long, anyway. Nothing would change in his work world at all. All of his business would remain his own, and he wouldn't need to worry about coordinating with someone else for anything. He liked it that way; it was more private that way, and he prided himself in being a private person, even in the day and age where everyone thought nothing of sharing everything and anything, especially online. 
 
    When he opened the door, a curvaceous blonde woman was leaning over the floating pedestal, prodding at the glass gauntlet, even through the layers of magical protection he set up last night. He spent a moment admiring her curves before he realized that this wasn't just any woman, but Laurel, Troy's little sister. 
 
    Michael stared, too stunned to say anything. What was she doing here? Troy had said something about her yesterday, but Michael had been far too distracted to register anything besides her name and all the strangeness that entailed. 
 
    Her dress hugged her body perfectly, accentuating all of her assets in a way that was far too distracting for the workplace, even though the dress went past her knees and showed little skin at all. But she was gorgeous—there was no getting around it. Just two years ago, she'd been something special, but now ... he wasn't even sure what to think. 
 
    Wasn't this part of why he'd decided to distance himself from her in the first place? 
 
    His chest constricted as the iciness of his dragon pressed outward, and he steadied his breathing to keep it under control. His dragon would only make the craziness going through him, the spinning in his head, and the unnatural attraction he felt toward Laurel worse, not more manageable. 
 
    She still hadn't noticed him enter the office, and, with a look of utter concentration, she spread her hands across the barrier again, peeling back the layers with thunderous sparks. The charge of her magic flickered across her fingers—similar to how Troy looked when he used his magic—and it leaped from her hands and to the gauntlet, where it disappeared into the silvery glow within. When she touched the glass, the magic within sparked in turn, and she jerked away when it zapped her. 
 
    The gauntlet had never reacted to Michael, no matter how much he prodded it with various types of magic. 
 
    He strode toward her. "How did you make it do that?" 
 
    "Eek!" she shrieked at the sound of his voice. Her arms flailed about as she moved, smacking right into the gauntlet and pushing it off of the pedestal. It glinted in the late morning sunlight as it crashed toward the ground. 
 
    But Michael was quicker. He sucked in a breath, and time slowed beneath the gentle touch of snowflakes and rivulets of ice spreading across the floor. In one hand, he collected the falling artifact, cradling it against his arm, and in the same motion, he wrapped an arm behind Laurel's waist, propping her against him so she didn't fall over when he released his breath, and, the flow of time held with it. 
 
    Time juddered forward, and the gauntlet hummed against Michael. But, for once, it wasn't the only thing on his mind. Laurel's shriek echoed in his ear, and the full weight of her pressed against his outstretched arm. She smelled like lemon and vanilla, a scent that made Michael tingly all over, reminded of that night two years ago. 
 
    Laurel came to her senses and gasped, startled, staring at him with wide eyes. "You were just ... you were over there ..." she said, her cheeks unnaturally pink. She corrected her posture to stand on her own two feet, but she didn't draw too far away. 
 
    "Sorry to startle you," he said. "The, ah, artifact is important." 
 
    "R-right," she mumbled. 
 
    She looked distressed and confused, perhaps just as thrown about as Michael felt. In her position, he would be panicking, too, knowing that a priceless artifact might just have shattered on the floor had he had any different kind of magic. He kept a hand on her back, in part to assure her, in part because he wanted to touch her, and the thought of extracting himself from her seemed as odd as the fact that she was here, in his office, in the first place. 
 
    Finally, he removed his hand from Laurel. She straightened in response. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" he said. He started fiddling with his tie, suddenly aware of how poorly dressed he was today; that of all the days for her to visit, it was on the day he hadn't spent more than thirty seconds on his appearance. Even his hair was a bit of a mess, just tied behind his back, but so poorly done that frizzy, loose strands attacked his face from both sides. 
 
    "I ... I ..." she started, and her eyes flicked up and down at Michael. "Troy said that your department was hiring another research assistant, but I-I had no idea. If he'd told me the whole thing, I wouldn't have—I swear—" 
 
    "Hold on. Slow down. I have no idea what you're talking about." He held out a hand for emphasis. 
 
    Laurel took a deep breath, and Michael couldn't help but think how damn adorable she was when she was flustered like this. In most of his memories of her, she always got like this around him, even when she seemed perfectly capable and confident at all other times. Maybe that was what always got her into trouble. 
 
    "Troy told me there was a position available in the Magical Acquisitions Department," Laurel said after a moment. She paused, seeming in search of confirmation. 
 
    At that, Michael shrugged. "That is more or less true." 
 
    He acted nonchalant about it, but his heart rate was starting to pick up as he came to realize what Troy had done. "He brought you in to become my personal assistant." 
 
    "He told me I was going to be a research assistant, not that it would be for ... for you. I swear I had no idea until I got here—" 
 
    "Laurel, it's fine." 
 
    The words came out harsher than intended. He wasn't sure whether to be mad, annoyed, or thrilled—and at present, he was an obvious mixture of the first two. The excitement he felt at the idea of having her near, as his assistant, no less ... it was laced with guilt, caution, and worry. His thoughts were already going wild with her, and she'd just been here for a few minutes. 
 
    Her lips were pink and kissable—they looked like the most delicious thing Michael would ever taste if only he let himself. He wanted to run his hands along her curves, to press her body against his, feeling her breasts pushed against his chest. 
 
    Michael struggled to understand why he was even thinking these things about her. Yes, she was drop-dead gorgeous, but she was Troy's little sister ... and Michael had put up a twenty-mile brick wall between him and Laurel after he last saw her. What right did he have to knock that down now? 
 
    Would she even want to? 
 
    "You don't want me to leave?" Laurel said, sounding a little confused. Maybe a little hopeful, too. But Michael had to be imagining that part. 
 
    "No. Yes." Michael sighed but resisted turning away from her or hiding his face, even if he was certain his icy mask didn't protect him against Laurel's scrutiny. He needed to pick his words carefully. Even if he was questioning his previous decision to push her away, things couldn't just ... go back to what they were. "I told Troy that I would try having a personal assistant for Danny's sake. If he believes you are the best choice, I will trust that decision and move forward as planned." 
 
    Laurel perked up a little, looking less uncertain. "I might not have a lot of experience working with magical artifacts just yet, but I previously worked with the Blackfall Museum, researching and restoring the new artifacts as they came in. I can handle whatever research you throw at me." 
 
    The temperature in the room seemed to be picking up, as while Laurel spoke, she'd taken several steps closer. She was activating her magic without even realizing it, and the subtle twinge of it in the air was starting to set Michael on edge, making him a bit irritable. He clenched and unclenched one fist to steady himself. 
 
    She was so close. It took all of his strength not to pull her into his arms again. Why hadn't he held onto her tighter when he had the chance? 
 
    Michael needed to get rid of her, to distance himself again, to get his head on straight before she took over his thoughts completely. That made him glance at the gauntlet, which was still on the nearby floating pedestal. Just a few minutes ago, that had been the object of his absolute attention. Now, unwittingly, Laurel had taken that role for herself. 
 
    "Then research you will do," Michael said. He didn't meet her gaze again. "Take the glove to the archives and learn everything you can about it. I haven't had much luck with it so far, but it somehow reacted to your magic. Maybe you'll have better luck finding what I couldn't." 
 
    In the corner of his eye, he saw Laurel nod. "What's it called?" she said. 
 
    "It doesn't have a name, as far as I know. You may refer to it as Charger, as it seems to be collecting and storing magical energy within. But for what purpose, I don't yet know." 
 
    "I'll figure it out," she said, "and write up a report for you as soon as possible." 
 
    As she walked out of the office, Michael found it in him to watch her go. The tension in the room began to lessen, and, finally, he could breathe right again. It'd only been ten minutes, and already he was second-guessing his decision to entertain Danny and Troy's idea of a personal assistant. How was Michael ever supposed to think straight if he was going to be working with her? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Laurel 
 
      
 
    The other research assistants in the Magical Acquisitions Department all held a deep resentment for the physical archives within the bowels of the InnoCell building, as they all much preferred accessing the infinitely simpler digital and magical archives. They told her that only the new grunts, like her, those whose job was solely to organize and digitize old books and papers and those being punished for doing stupid stuff ever dealt with the physical archives. 
 
    So, maybe Laurel was strange for her love of all the paper, the smell of old books and dust. Or maybe she just didn't mind because she'd never had access to such a wealth of digital knowledge when she was working at the Blackfall Museum. Regardless of why, the truth was that she didn't care at all that she had to manually find each book she was looking for, read until she decided whether it was relevant or not, and keep looking. 
 
    Honestly, she loved every part of her new job. 
 
    The only problem was Michael. In the days that followed the sudden shock of realizing what her job actually was, he'd still done everything possible to keep her at arm's length. She was supposed to be assisting him with his day-to-day work just as much as his research, but whenever she did, by chance, encounter him or find him in his office, he always asked about the status of the Charger and why she wasn't in the archives if she couldn't tell him anything new. 
 
    She quickly came to regret her initial hope that she wouldn't see much of him. Now, it just felt like a cruel punishment to be put somewhere where she should be exposed to him all the time, only to find that he still had no interest in her at all. 
 
    It was like the five years before her twenty-first birthday party were playing out all over again, just in a completely different situation. 
 
    But Laurel wasn't sixteen anymore. She was smarter, prettier, and more determined than ever. She'd get what she wanted one way or another ... and what she wanted was simply for Michael to see her. See that she wasn't just Troy's little sister anymore. What happened from there, well ... she hadn't planned that part out yet. 
 
    For now, she needed to research the Charger. And by accomplishing something that Michael hadn't been able to do something by himself, just maybe ... 
 
    Laurel's knees were bruised from all the kneeling and pulling heavy boxes around. She'd spent most of her time over the last three days on the floor, sorting through books and other information that she'd collected so far. 
 
    The first book she found that seemed useful was called Artifacts Across the Ages, which described, in explicit detail, a glass glove just like the Charger. It didn't name the piece, either, but the diagrams were very clear in its purpose. 
 
    Laurel traced the drawings, brushing away a fine layer of dust from the page as she did so. "It's a weapon," she said to herself. 
 
    The picture depicted the weapon in several stages. First, when collecting and storing energy, just as it was doing right now; second, when the entire glove was filled with magic; third, when someone was wearing the glove, discharging the collected energy in an explosive attack. 
 
    She marked the page and then slammed the book shut, immediately reaching for her tablet, which was her access to the InnoCell digital archive, and started cross-referencing all of the unusual terms referenced in the description of the glove. With a bit of smugness, she skimmed through the results. Michael hadn't the time to do any of this, but she had managed it, using the experience she had at the museum. 
 
    Any minute now, she'd have something worth bringing to Michael ... and she couldn't wait to see the look on his face. 
 
    The search results, though, weren't what she was expecting. The top results weren't any more pre-digitized texts with information about the artifact's origins and explicit purposes, but rather a collection of images of a buff, gray-haired man wearing the glass gauntlet on his left arm. A black visor hid the man's eyes and most of his face, and so the description of the photos was also less helpful than she'd hoped: 
 
    Unknown Claws operative, spotted in southern Blackfall, dated two months ago, during the summer.  
 
    "And what are the Claws?" Laurel thought aloud. She did another quick search of the database, but other than a brief description of another magical corporation, there wasn't anything helpful. 
 
    Either way, she'd found conclusive proof of what the gauntlet was used for, even if she didn't know exactly how it worked yet. And something about the pictures of the man from Claws—an organization labelled Secret in the archives—made Laurel worry. She needed to bring this information to Michael; surely, he would know what to do next. 
 
    Hopefully, too, it would be enough to convince him she was worth keeping around on more than a temporary basis. 
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    The receptionist told Laurel that Michael wasn't in his office when she arrived, but she wasn't the only one waiting for him to return. Danny Langton himself was waiting outside, the CEO of InnoCell and technically Michael's boss. She was surprised he would make Danny wait for anything. 
 
    "Hey, Danny?" she said and gave a little wave as he turned around. 
 
    She hadn't seen him more than a few times in the last two years, either. Not because he was intentionally avoiding her, she hoped, but because he was so damn busy. 
 
    He gave her a funny look. "Laurel, is that you? Wow, you look so much different than when I last saw you." 
 
    She pulled him into a quick hug. "Yeah, I managed to grow my hair out."  
 
    "It's nice. It suits you," he said. "Are you here to see Michael?" He raised a questioning brow—inevitably, he, too, knew about Michael's decision to avoid her, which put a bitter taste in Laurel's mouth. 
 
    Danny was handsome. By most measurements, actually, he would be considered hot as hell. It helped that he was a magma dragon, which other shifters usually considered the most attractive of their kind, both in body and personality. But Laurel had never been too interested in him; she'd only ever had eyes for Michael, who was more or less his complete opposite. And, besides, it seemed like such a bad idea to try and pair two hotheads like him and her together. 
 
    "I work here now." She grinned at his look of blatant surprise. "Didn't Troy tell you? He and Michael gave me a job three days ago." 
 
    "It seems that I'm really out of the loop here. I'll have to have a chat with them." 
 
    Laurel laughed. "Troy said it was your idea that Michael got an assistant." 
 
    Danny gave a noncommittal shrug. "I maaaay have mentioned it at some point. " He played with a loose button on his shirt in thought. "I'm glad it's you. It'll be nice to have you around again." 
 
    "Yeah?" Laurel grinned and elbowed Danny in the side. "Better be careful, or in a few years, I'll be stealing your job from under your nose." 
 
    At the joke of a threat, Danny put his arm around her shoulder in a friendly gesture like he used to when she was little. "I'll try to stop my future usurper in her tracks," he said. 
 
    She laughed, but when she spotted Michael coming out of the elevator, the laughter died in her throat. She stepped out of Danny's hold. 
 
    Michael paused at the elevator, his shocked stare turning into something hard and cold. Those icy blue eyes of his were like snow-crusted sapphires, jewels that were sharpened to a point. For once, he didn't look just cold and distant. He looked pissed. 
 
    Still, he offered a polite, if jerky, nod at her as he passed, heading for his office. Laurel swallowed, frozen in place. 
 
    Danny pursued Michael toward his office. "Michael! I wanted to talk to you about that project we're starting next week—" 
 
    "Deal with your own problems for once, Danny," Michael said and slammed the door without even looking at Danny. 
 
    Laurel's heart was in her throat as she watched the brief altercation. What had just happened? Was Danny always like that? 
 
    What had she signed up for? 
 
    But from Danny's reaction, the hesitant scratch of the back of his head, the confused stare at the closed door, it wasn't normal. Not normal at all. After a few moments, Danny finally turned back to Laurel, feigning disinterest in the situation by opting instead to smooth the pockets on his jacket. 
 
    "Well," he said at last, "that's Michael for you." He gave a mock salute. "Good luck in there, soldier." 
 
    "Ugh. See you around, Danny," she said and made for the door to Michael's office. 
 
    She wasn't even sure what to think. Had something happened in one of his meetings or whatever else he did during the day when he didn't have an artifact to look at? Had she somehow done something wrong? 
 
    Laurel tentatively pushed open the door. Michael was pacing along the windows, his gaze trained at the city below, not at her. 
 
    "Michael? What's wrong?" 
 
    He turned on her, abruptly cutting off his pacing to move closer. "You're what's wrong." He was breathing heavily, his icy eyes gaining a wild look. "Ever since you've come here, I can't ... you shouldn't be here, Laurel. Troy was stupid to think you would be a good assistant for me." 
 
    Anger flared deep in Laurel's chest, and her dragon began to wake, magical crackles of electricity coursing through her. "How dare you? Troy has nothing to do with this. He's done nothing but try to help you." 
 
    "Help me? He's done nothing but impose himself in my business, and you've done nothing but confuse—" Michael cut himself off, and for a second, he closed his eyes, taking on a resigned look, something desperate and lonely, but it was gone within seconds. 
 
    Truthfully, Laurel barely registered the flickering conflict in his expression. She was too busy trying to control her rising temper and the hot flow of magic sizzling through her arms and leaking out of her fingers and into the room. 
 
    "You think I'm not doing a good enough job as your assistant? Fine. But why don't we talk about what's really going on here?" 
 
    "Oh, and what's that, Laurel?" he said, his words as icy as death. "Should we talk about how you can't just stay out of my personal affairs and work on properly identifying the Charger like I asked?" 
 
    "I mean how you've been unable to act like a mature adult around me since I got here. You haven't been able to stand the sight of me since my birthday two years ago. Isn't that what this is all about? You don't even want me here." 
 
    "Is that what you think?" His voice was strained, almost like it was painful to speak, but he broke off into a harsh laugh. "If you want to judge me for being immature—maybe you should look at yourself. How much more blatantly could you flirt with Danny? Right in the lobby like that? He has a mate now. What's wrong with you?" 
 
    Heat flared in Laurel's cheeks, and her dragon snapped in rage, barely held at bay. "What the hell does that mean? I wasn't flirting with him! Danny's just an old friend, unlike you, who I've—I've—" 
 
    "Don't kid me, or yourself," Michael seethed. His icy layer had fully melted snow, and his eyes looked more like boiling water than mysterious glaciers. "You've always been like this. Flirting with Danny and Liam, even Richter, for dragon's sake." 
 
    Hot tears welled in her eyes, the cumulation of her fired-up emotions. "I've never once intentionally flirted with any of them. It's just who I am. I'm ... I'm ..." 
 
    That was just her personality. Overly friendly with everyone, and she was comfortable with all of Troy's friends. Yes, including Richter, who the others always considered the black sheep of the bunch. Even he had a kind heart hidden beneath, and Laurel had once been his friend. But none of them had interpreted the things Laurel did or said as flirting, did they? Wouldn't they have said something by now if she was doing something to make them uncomfortable? 
 
    The magic growing inside Laurel finally burst open. It coursed through the office in hot, transparent waves, coiling around her and Michael like snakes. There was a greater void between them now than there had been ever before, and yet they were still drawn to each other like magnets, fire and ice twisting together into something new, like the island formed from a volcanic eruption. 
 
    "The only one I've ever wanted to flirt with is a cold, oblivious fool!" Laurel shouted, her fists tight at her side. "He's never paid any attention to me, no matter how hard I've tried!" 
 
    Something shifted in Michael's expression then. His usual coolness began to temper the profound rage twisting around them both. They were only inches apart now, even though, in Laurel's mind, they still felt worlds apart. But the heat of her magic latched on to them both, pulling them closer, revealing something to her that she had never once seen in Michael, ever: a hint of fear. 
 
    "You have no idea how wrong you are, Laurel. Maybe he's been cold and distant, but never because he didn't notice." Michael touched her cheek, tilted her chin up with two fingers. "No, he noticed. And that's why ..." 
 
    Laurel's heart raced in her chest, blood pounding in her ears, her mind running a marathon in her head. Had she gotten it all wrong, somehow? But before she could ask or react to Michael's confusing confession, he sucked in a breath. A slight chill began to counteract the warmth of Laurel's magic, pushing back the flaring waves in the room. 
 
    It slowed the flow and time at once. And as it did, Laurel began to panic, afraid that he would finally kiss her, as she'd dreamed hundreds of times before, and she'd be frozen, unable to feel a thing. 
 
    But that wasn't the case at all. 
 
    The world shuddered around them, locking them in a half-speed moment while everything else slowed so much that it might as well have been stopped completely. And then Michael pressed his lips to hers. They were soft, if cold, like melting snow, a sensation that Laurel would have drunk with her entire being had he let her. 
 
    In that moment, suspended in a stolen moment of time, they belonged to no one but each other. His tongue tasted like coffee and cream, a flavor that, right now, became everything and everything. There was no going back. A confusing shock of heat and cold coursed through Laurel, and she gasped when he pulled her hard against him, as though he had always wanted her to touch him. 
 
    Their kiss deepened into something hot and exotic, passionate and desperate, a release of years of hidden truths and need. 
 
    And, in the passing of several slowed seconds, the moment ended just as quickly. A final, icy chill raced down Laurel's arms, and she was left there, her chest heaving, a deep ache ignited in her belly. 
 
    Time was back to normal, and Michael was gone. 
 
    She turned on wobbly legs in time to see the office door closing. She wanted nothing more than to run off after him, to demand answers, to claim more of what she'd spent years desperate for. But instead, she eased herself into a chair, wondering how she'd ever made it through her life without a kiss like that. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – Michael 
 
      
 
    The electronic shading for Michael's office windows was controlled by a button on his desk, and he sat there, his head propped up with one arm, tapping the button again and again. Dark discolorations leaked over the windows peering into the vast halls of the Magical Acquisitions Department and over the view of Blackfall and then reversed and gave him full sunlight and visibility of the workers buzzing around the floor like busy little bees. 
 
    Days had passed since he kissed Laurel in this very office, and he still didn't quite understand what had come over him. Over the years, he'd been so careful not to reveal his true feelings about her and here, only being reacquainted with her for only a handful of days, he'd lost it on her in more ways than one. He'd accused her of flirting with Danny and then claimed her lips like she'd belonged to him all along. 
 
    Michael had never felt so emotionally charged in his life. He understood that this was simply the power of Laurel's magic, to draw people together by first ripping them apart at the seams, but he'd experienced her magic before. Knowing what it was, he had always kept it from affecting him too much. He had many thoughts, opinions, and secrets that he'd much rather keep to himself, after all. 
 
    But this time, he'd lost control of himself and the situation and probably made things much, much worse. For years, he'd never wanted to even admit how he felt about Laurel ... and she'd forced it out of him in the form of a kiss. 
 
    She thought he didn't notice her. 
 
    He thought he noticed her far too much. 
 
    She was Troy's little sister ... and he expected Michael to take care of her. He'd freak out if he knew that Michael actually wanted to ravage every part of her perfect, curvy body, leaving no inch of her unexplored. Or if he knew how many times Michael had fantasized about taking Laurel home with him that night of her twenty-first birthday. She'd only tried to make out with him a dozen times after he pummeled the old pervert that had touched her, but she'd been drunk. Michael couldn't have touched her, even if he wanted to. 
 
    And so he'd chosen to distance himself from her instead of ever putting himself at risk of acting on that desire for her. But having her as his personal assistant, it threw everything that Michael had carefully planned straight into the gutter, left him floundering and uncertain how to act around her. 
 
    He couldn't even explain to himself why seeing her with Danny had caused him to freak out so much. Michael knew that she'd never actually flirt with him, even if Danny hadn't recently found his mate. The two just didn't have the right kind of chemistry. But something about the two of them together, carefree and laughing … it tugged on a corner of Michael's dream, the one with her that had always felt so far out of reach. 
 
    In the hall, he spotted Laurel moving through the department again, and he pressed the button. The shadows descended over the windows and slowly blocked her from view, and, with it, blocking any way for Michael to understand the confusion swelling in his heart. 
 
    They hadn't talked since their kiss. He was surprised she bothered coming in to work at all. Yet, here she was ... seeming to spend every possible minute finding a way to remind him what had happened between them. 
 
    Even just being in his office was hard. He remembered the feel of her body against his, warm and supple, curved to meld against him. The look of their shared shock when he kissed her, extending the moment for as long as possible before fleeing. 
 
    His skin tingled just at the thought of it, and his mind went back into the gutter. He kept the windows dark. He needed to do something to distract himself from the memory and from chasing his thoughts about Laurel around in circles. What was she thinking now? Did she know how he felt? Did she now understand why he'd put so much effort into staying away from her? 
 
    The door swung open, interrupting Michael's thoughts, and his heart flew up into his mouth. But it wasn't Laurel standing there, just Troy. He gave a look of concern as he strode over to the desk. 
 
    "Getting you an assistant wasn't meant to give you time to slack off," Troy said with a joking smile. 
 
    "It's just been a weird last few days," Michael said, voice flat. 
 
    "I heard." 
 
    Michael flicked his eyes up, thoroughly examining his friend's face. Did he know about him and Laurel? Had she told Troy? 
 
    "Laurel said that artifact we got has been a real killer, even for you. Have you both been working on it?" 
 
    The sudden waves of panic died down. Troy didn't know anything. After a moment, Michael released a breath and tried to summon as much of his usual self as possible. "I've never seen anything like it. Most of the artifacts we get around here are complicated, sure, but nothing on the same level as the Charger. I had to take a break, so Laurel has been working on it on her own." 
 
    "Well, I have good news for you, then," Troy said and waved his tablet about. He tapped something on the screen. "She found something. Check your inbox." 
 
    Michael woke up his computer and found her report. She sent it a few hours ago, but he hadn't bothered doing any of his usual routines that morning so far. 
 
    "I'm surprised she didn't come by to tell me herself," he said. "She seemed pretty interested in the project." 
 
    "She didn't want to interrupt ..." Troy eyed him, "... whatever it is you're doing. She'll eventually learn to call you out on your crap if you leave her to her own devices for long." 
 
    "Think I figured that out already." 
 
    "Oh yeah? Faced some pushback?" 
 
    "She wasn't impressed when I sent her off to the archives first thing. I thought she'd like that sort of thing, though." 
 
    "Laurel loves the archives, she said so herself," Troy said. A beat passed where he paused for too long. "But, you know, you could have handled it much better. I think you were too professional. That's probably a first." 
 
    "I'm not sure what you mean." All Michael could think about was how unprofessional that kiss was, but of course, he couldn't tell Troy about it. 
 
    "I mean, you can't avoid her forever. She's my little sister, and she's here to stay. It's been two years. You should have been a little more welcoming." Troy managed to laugh at that last part. "To be fair, though, I don't know what anyone expected. You've never been the warmest, cuddliest of the crew. Don't worry about it too much." 
 
    "I'll get used to having her around," Michael said. "That's all I can promise." 
 
    "So you're not going to tell me getting you a personal assistant was the worst idea ever?" 
 
    "I haven't made up my mind yet. How about we look at her report and decide on that?" 
 
    Troy smirked. "If that's going to be your baseline, she's got you already. You'll be impressed. Look." 
 
    And Michael finally did, his eyes gradually widening as he looked over all of the drawings of the Charger and the pictures of the Claws operative. It seemed like he was on the right track by thinking the artifact was dangerous and possibly connected to Claws, just not in the ways he expected. 
 
    "You're right," Michael said. He was otherwise speechless. She'd dug through who knew how many books in the archive to find this—and there were thousands upon thousands of books down there. Luck couldn't have been a factor in the equation; she knew what she was doing. "Do we know who the man in the pictures is?" 
 
    "No. Liam never reported seeing him again after the initial incident during the Lifesaver launch. He's a complete unknown. Maybe we could get an ID if it wasn't for the visor, but that's surely why he's wearing it." 
 
    Michael put a finger to his lips in thought. "What I want to know is why we've ended up with the gauntlet now. Claws clearly knew what it was and how it worked, or else they wouldn't have someone equipped with it." 
 
    "Or ... do you think there might be more than one?" Troy said. 
 
    "I won't exclude that as a possibility, but usually artifacts like these don't have duplicates. The magic is too powerful to replicate in any reliable way, and it's ancient. We'll have to be careful. Someone might have stolen it from Claws, and now we'll have targets on our backs. We'll have to keep our remaining research top-secret for the time being and figure out how to proceed from here." 
 
    Even as he said that, that wasn't his primary concern. He was worried about what that might mean for Laurel's involvement. But so long as she stayed at InnoCell, she would be safe under the protection of Michael, Troy, and the others. That, they could guarantee. 
 
    "Right, well, you do what you do best and get on top of it," Troy said and left. 
 
    Michael would oversee the research on the Charger, but for the time being, they had time to think and plan. No need to rush anything. 
 
    Which made his next matter of business simple in theory: he needed to make up with Laurel. She was good at her job, and he never should have thought otherwise, let alone accuse her of doing things wrong. He wanted to invite her to his office and talk to her personally, but since she'd already avoided him by sending Troy in to talk to him instead, he thought better of it and just sent her a text message instead. 
 
    He typed out a message a dozen times and erased it just as many before setting on: 
 
    Laurel, I'm sorry about the other day. I hope you'll allow me the opportunity to properly apologize. There's a wonderful picnic spot in the mountains that I'd like to show you—if you're willing. 
 
    Several, anxiety-filled minutes passed before his phone chimed with her response: 
 
    I think I can forgive you this time. Let's go. 
 
    Michael felt like he was soaring high in the clouds; that was how loud his relief sang inside him. Tomorrow, he'd do everything he could to show her what an idiot he's been. And, if he was lucky, she would let him start over. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 – Laurel 
 
      
 
    "Hey, slow down!" Laurel said, her voice intoned with singsong and laughter as she hiked faster after Michael. He'd started picking up the pace over the last ten minutes or so, as if he were an excited schoolboy who couldn't wait to reach his favorite hideaway spot and not a grown man. 
 
    Michael turned and flashed her a hesitant but broad grin. "We're almost there." 
 
    He pushed back a bushy juniper that had grown lopsided and blocked the path. It really wasn't much of a path at all, even though Michael claimed it was there. Laurel definitely didn't see it, but Michael marched through the trees and over rocks with purpose and a clear sense of direction, so she followed without too much complaint. She trusted him, and she was happy to just spend more time with him, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    "I swear, you're the only one who's ever come in this direction before," Laurel huffed. "Where are you taking me?" 
 
    "You're right, I doubt anyone else comes out here," Michael said, his voice coming from behind her now. 
 
    She pushed through the rest of the juniper ahead and through another set of unkempt bushes that were in the way. And then she stumbled into a bed of lush grass, which spanned in a wide circle between the rugged cliffs along the back and the opposite side. The remaining edge sloped down into the wilderness, looking in the opposite direction of Blackfall, down into the wilderness of blue eucalyptus trees and fields. Several healthy red pines dotted the mountaintop meadow, casting large sections of it in the shade and out of the brutal sun. 
 
    "Wow," Laurel said once she finally managed to find words. "How is this even possible?" 
 
    "A bit of magic, I suppose. There's a well of it nearby. The whole area is hidden from humans, and it's warm like this throughout the year, even in the dead of winter," Michael said. "We'll come back sometime in December, and you can see for yourself." 
 
    Laurel's heart leaped at the idea of coming out with him again. Alone, just like this, she hoped. And at his subtle admission that he was thinking of doing more things with her in the future, not just this one apology-outing. Or was this a date? After their last encounter in his office, she really wasn't sure what to think or feel around him. He drove her crazy in every way imaginable, including the ways that made her want to rip her hair out in frustration. 
 
    Thankfully, the sort of crazy she was feeling right now at the thought of being alone with him here in this secret meadow was of the opposite sort. 
 
    In her awe, Laurel stood at the edge, just gazing at the verdant grass, unsure what to do next. Michael took the choice away when he looped his arm through hers and started dragging her toward the nearest patch of shade. His touch burned against her arm, stunning her all over again. She grew hot and flustered, suddenly uncertain how to walk or move like a human, and let him move her instead. 
 
    Michael unfolded a thick blanket onto the grass, big enough for the two of them and three more people, had they invited others. Laurel fell to her knees, feeling as if she were floating, and watched as he unpacked the comical wicker basket that he'd used to carry their stuff. Like a cooler wouldn't have been good enough—he'd gone all out with the picnic atmosphere. 
 
    "How did you find this place?" Laurel said. 
 
    "I used to roam around in this area during the earliest days of InnoCell. I stumbled upon it on accident," he said and handed her a paper-wrapped sandwich. "I liked it, so I came here a lot when I needed space from the others. Or to think. I don't come here much anymore, but, to say the least, it hasn't lost its magic." 
 
    The smile he gave her was small and vulnerable, and Laurel's body started to warm up again. Staring at him, she was unable to speak, so she finally pulled her gaze away from his warm blue eyes and to the grand view instead. The cliff in front of them was steep enough to keep the tree line below the rocks, and they looked out on a vast ocean of pines dotting the hills below. It was a perfect day, with a clear blue sky, just a few shades darker than Michael's eyes, with only a few lazy clouds in the distance. 
 
    Absolutely breathtaking. As a distraction from the gorgeous man she was sharing a blanket with, she worked on committing it all to memory. 
 
    "I wonder if someone made it," she said, "or if it's just naturally like this." 
 
    "There's never been anyone else here in all the times I've come. I'd like to think it's naturally occurring." 
 
    Michael poured them both a glass of red wine, and Laurel raised her eyebrows. "For lunch?" 
 
    "It's a special day," he said, pausing. "Isn't it?" 
 
    Why was it that whenever Michael said something, Laurel felt as though her heart was in her throat, and she had to struggle to swallow it back down? 
 
    She had no idea how to respond to that. Of course, this was special; she was spending time with him. The fact that they were alone, in a gloriously magical place, was secondary. But why did he think it was special? Surely it wasn't for the same reasons as she thought. 
 
    "Of course," she said. "It's not every day that we identify an incredible artifact like the Charger." 
 
    She lifted her glass in a toast, and though Michael obliged, his smile faltered. Laurel sipped the rich, fruity liquid, and Michael moved to do so as well, but he pressed the glass to his lips and then stopped. 
 
    "Laurel ... I know I said that I wanted to take you out as a thank you for your hard work, but I also meant it when I said I wanted to apologize," he said. 
 
    She lowered the glass, her heart hammering. Was the alcohol already affecting her, or was she missing something? "Don't worry about it. Apology accepted. I know my magic drives people to do things they wouldn't otherwise, so ..." 
 
    She was thinking about the kiss, of course, at the climax of their argument. Ever since then, she found herself dreaming of him every night, his lips on hers, his arms around her, together in ways she'd only have the chance to dream of. Just like she'd dreamt of him when she was younger, before he made it clear he didn't want anything to do with her. It all made her feel like a teenager again. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, she knew he wouldn't have kissed her. But the fact that he did ... she knew how her magic worked. It meant that some part of him had wanted to, for whatever reason. The thought triggered something inside her, and she resisted looking up at him again, instead busying herself by unwrapping her sandwich and taking a bite. She savored the deliciousness of the chicken and pesto in the silence, resisting the growing magnetic pull between her and Michael. 
 
    "It's not just that," he said. "I ... I made a mistake in pushing you away after your birthday. I thought I was doing the right thing, but I know now that I was wrong. It wasn't you, or anything you'd done, I just ... I don't know. I freaked out." 
 
    Laurel managed a smile. "I'm sure the guy with four fewer teeth would call that an understatement." 
 
    "He deserved it for going anywhere near you." 
 
    The energy in the meadow shifted again, and Laurel held her breath. He sounded so possessive of her, the way he said that. But it had to be her imagination. Even if he was apologizing, it didn't mean it was because he felt the same way she did. Or because he, too, experienced the ebb and flow of the magic between them, the pull that told Laurel to go closer, to touch him, to kiss him. It was like some unsavory creature whispering in her ear, urging her to go against all her better judgement, to claim what she wanted no matter the cost. 
 
    But doing something stupid could ruin all of this. One kiss wasn't worth losing him again for two years. Or maybe it would be longer. 
 
    If they sat here like this any longer, Laurel would go insane. Her mind would start up in circles again, and she'd work herself into a fit in her confusion. She'd ruin the moment regardless. 
 
    She jerked her chin toward the forest below. "I'll race you to that rock formation over there and back." 
 
    "Laurel, I'm not sure—" 
 
    "Come on, we've never raced before, have we?" 
 
    Years ago, she used to watch Michael, Troy, and the others fly about and race whenever they left the city. Laurel usually didn't participate, and when she did, it was never with Michael around. Since those years, though, InnoCell had really started to kick off, and no one had the time they once did. None of them got out of the city often anymore, and it was only in places like this that they could chance taking on their dragon forms. It'd been too long since she last transformed, and at just the thought, her dragon roused inside of her, energetic and eager to fly. Thunder crackled inside her. 
 
    "We could be spotted," Michael said, but there was a mischievous glint in his eyes. He was putting up a base resistance, nothing more. 
 
    "You said it yourself: no humans come out here. It'll be fine!" she said, and she was already climbing to her feet. 
 
    She grabbed the hem of her tank top, ready to strip, so that she didn't ruin her clothes when she transformed, but she hesitated. Michael's gaze was hot on hers, devouring her body before she even made a move. In her hesitation, he glanced away, as if he thought she was stopping because she didn't want him to look. 
 
    Warmth burned through her, her dragon rising from the depths of her spirit and making her brave. She bit her lip and decided. 
 
    "You can look if you want," Laurel said and started pulling her shirt over her head. "I don't mind." 
 
    And, to her surprise, by the time she started pulling her leggings down, he'd already looked back at her. Like looking away had been futile or the worst imaginable punishment. 
 
    She was down to her panties and bra in an instant, and Michael stared, as if he'd forgotten that he was supposed to be undressing, too, and when he unbuttoned his shirt to reveal his muscular chest, Laurel paused mid-motion while unhooking her bra to admire him. His abs rose and fell as valleys and mountains on his stomach, each of his arms honed to weaponized perfection. He had always been well-toned and in shape, but he had to be twice as muscular as the last time she'd seen him shirtless. To be fair, that'd still been a long time ago. 
 
    She stifled a smirk when he, too, stopped unbuckling his pants when she let her bra fall down her shoulders and to the blanket. But as much as she wanted to revel in the feel of his gaze on her, it wasn't something she could let linger. If she did, she might fall into that warm, toxifying current that pulled at her feet, begging her to fall into his arms, to worship him and be worshipped in turn. 
 
    Her breasts weren't bare for long. Silver dragon scales sprouted along her chest in a spiral down her stomach and up her collarbones and arms, and by the time she slipped her panties off, too, her bones and muscles were beginning to change. Her dragon roared inside her, and thunder cracked in the atmosphere around her and Michael as she gained the bulk of a dragon, shifting to stand on all fours, with massive wings sprouting from her back. 
 
    With the transformation complete, Laurel was starry-colored, silver but gold whenever she caught the light. Her senses were heightened as a dragon, and she could see, smell, and hear everything within a mile radius—plenty of prey, the buzz of nature and life, but no humans. The massive muscles in her legs rippled as she moved to face Michael, who was finishing his transformation. 
 
    He looked similar to her, though much much larger, his scales an iridescent white-blue, like baby's breath. His tail whipped about as he finished shifting, revealing the truth of his excitement. 
 
    A crackle of electricity puffed from Laurel's nostrils, and, just like that, she kicked off into the air. Her wings spread wide, pushing a great gust of air behind her to shoot her into the air. The trees rattled as she lifted off, lighting and magic crackling in the air. She soared higher and higher, breathing in the freedom of being alive, of being a dragon, of flying and sharing these moments with Michael. 
 
    It was the first time she'd transformed with just the two of them. Ice crackled in the air, freezing the clouds as Michael pushed up with his mighty wings to join her. The world below shrunk to something small and insignificant as they flew together, momentarily ignoring that this was supposed to be a race. They flew up and up, circling each other in elaborate spirals, weaving through the air in intricate patterns meant to impress and relax.  
 
    Nothing made Laurel feel more alive. 
 
    Finally, they'd both reacquainted themselves with their dragon forms, and Laurel was the first to orient herself back into the race. She spotted the unusual cluster of rocks a couple of miles away from the original little meadow, and she rocketed toward it. Electric magic buzzed beneath her legs and wings as she soared, amplifying wind currents to push her toward her goal, faster and faster. 
 
    Thunder and lightning dragons were the fastest fliers of them all, and her small size was an advantage when it came to aerodynamics. But Michael had his own advantages, and as the clouds began to shift and freeze, Laurel's speed diminished at a rapid pace until she almost stopped completely, suspended midair while Michael zoomed past. 
 
    When he released his hold on time, he was far ahead of her, roaring with laughter—a sound that indicated he was certain of his victory. 
 
    But Laurel wouldn't let him have it so easy! 
 
    She wrapped her wings around her, charging each of her muscles, each scale covering her body, electrifying the atmosphere and every molecule of air. And she thundered forward, lightning hovering behind her as she moved. She reached the rocks just as he did, spiraled around them and back toward the meadow. 
 
     Time slowed again as she neared the pristine grass, but before she could touch the ground, time slowed again. She pumped her legs and wings, screaming inside to move just a bit faster, but she didn't make it. 
 
    Neither did Michael, though, technically. 
 
    He barreled into her, releasing time again, and they both tumbled through the air and into the grass. They rolled, a mess of scales and wings and long tails, until they both began to shift back into their human forms. They laughed and rolled, finally coming to a stop on top of their blanket, Michael's body pinning her down. 
 
    A curtain of his silvery hair hung over their faces, shielding them from the rest of the world. All Laurel could see was the cool pools of his eyes, warm, like freshly melted pools in spring. And the hungry desire lingering within. An obvious stiffness between Michael's legs pressed into her thigh, and before she had the sense to be embarrassed or tie herself into mental knots, he kissed her. 
 
    They were ice and thunder, twisting and melting together to stoke the fires of passion. Their breaths came hot between their desperate kisses, leaving no part of their mouths unexplored. Michael's hands were on Laurel in an instant. There was something ravenous about the way he touched her, setting her skin alight with the coolness of his icy magic, even while she burned with each brush of his skin on hers, his touch permanently imprinted on her body. 
 
    Laurel ran her hands along his back, clutching him close, tracing the impressive muscles across every inch of him. She couldn't believe that this was happening, that he was finally touching her this way. Had she crash-landed during their race and now lay unconscious in the forest, living out a vivid fantasy? She wasn't sure. She wanted to believe that each flick of Michael's tongue against hers, each movement of his hands, was his and his alone. But if it was a dream, she didn't want to wake up. 
 
    She moaned into his mouth when he touched her breasts, grabbing them with both hands. As he massaged them, he gradually started kissing her jaw, her throat and neck, teasing out a shiver when he started sucking on her sensitive flesh. She lost herself in the feel of him. "Moan for me," he whispered and pinched her nipples. 
 
    Fire raced through Laurel's body, and she gasped. Heat collected in her chest and stomach, stoking the need for him that she'd stashed away for so long. It all came tumbling out at once, a melody of pleasure and need. 
 
    She moaned for him, louder with each new touch. More. She needed more. Each moment they lasted with his hands on her, she began to lose the capacity for coherent thought. All she wanted was Michael, more of him, all of him. The warmth from his touch seeped into her skin, leaving her cool and aching for his touch whenever he roamed elsewhere. But she didn't want him to stop or to go back; she just wanted him to feel all of her all at once. 
 
    Michael's lips found hers again. There was no hesitancy left in him; he ravished her, taking exactly what he wanted when he wanted it, and Laurel loved every second of it. He drowned her in the taste and scent of him, and, finally, he pushed her legs open and lowered himself onto her. Laurel angled her hips up to try and get him to enter her right away, but Michael resisted, instead just rubbing his length between her wet folds. 
 
    Her need for him was thick inside her, overwriting anything and everything else. She ran her hands through his hair, and he sucked on her bottom lip, slowly, as if he was fully aware that he wasn't just teasing her but himself, too. Slowly, so painfully slowly, Laurel coaxed him inside her. They both shuddered together as he pushed inside her, sending shockwaves of pleasure through her. 
 
    "O-oh," she moaned, arching her body to fit against his. 
 
    Michael wrapped his arms around her, holding her in just the right spot as he filled her up. His cock pulsed inside her, exploding the torch of pleasure inside of her. Her whole body was on fire as he held her close, rocking his hips to rub the deepest parts of her. She squeezed around him, claiming him for herself, and he had to jerk like a wild animal to loosen her grip enough for him to move, pumping in and out of her. 
 
    His breath tickled her ear. "Laurel ..." he moaned. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered shut to savor the sound, her name catching on his breath like a prayer. This couldn't be a dream. Michael felt far too real; the smell and feel of him far too visceral to be a figment of her imagination. But it was a dream come true. 
 
    "Michael ..." she responded and tightened her hold on him. 
 
    She shuddered in his grasp, the waves of pleasure becoming too much. Shared warmth seeped into her pores, and she no longer knew where she started and he began. Their bodies were together as one, a perfect fit, and Laurel never wanted to be apart from him again. His movements became even jerkier and rabid, hips bucking as they both approached their apex. 
 
    The coils of pure pleasure and need pulsed and twisted inside her, spurred on by Michael's throbbing dick. And finally, Laurel gasped, a white-hot explosion rocking her to her core. All of her desire knotted up as one with his, and together, in their lovemaking, they joined and released. 
 
    Michael released a vicious growl, teeth scraping Laurel's neck but not quite biting down. She lost herself in him, anchored by that sound as she arched back, vibrating with the echoes of her own music. 
 
    "Fuck!" she screamed, once she gained the ability to speak again, and finally, they collapsed together in a gasping heap of flesh and sweat. 
 
    Laurel didn't want to let go of him, afraid that, if she did, he would realize that he'd made a mistake and leave again. But she pushed those thoughts aside, clinging to him, holding them both here in the moment. 
 
    A bird chirped in the distance, the wind rattling through the trees, suddenly icy on Laurel's burning skin. In response, Michael cuddled closer to her, folding the blanket over their naked bodies. His breath was still hot on her neck when they turned onto their sides, and when she released a contented sigh, his warmth momentarily disappeared. 
 
    She opened her eyes to find him staring down at her, reaching to brush away a golden lock. 
 
    "I've never told you how beautiful you are," Michael said. 
 
    Laurel's face started to warm again under his scrutiny, but before she could think of something to say, he leaned in and kissed her again, gently. His lips weren't devoid of the passion they'd shared just moments before—she felt it smoldering just beneath the surface—but it was, for now, tame. 
 
    He fell down at her side again, hugging her close, and Laurel listened to the beating of their hearts and the intake and exhale of breath, hanging on to the last of these dreamlike moments, until she fell asleep for real. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Michael 
 
      
 
    The first thing Michael heard when he woke was the sound of Laurel's breathing. He was lying on his back, with her on top of him, her nose nestled just beneath his chin. The blanket wrapped around them both in a large cocoon, capturing a halo of warmth while they slept. He breathed in the smell of her, the subtleness of her shampoo and the lavender behind her ears. 
 
    She was still sound asleep, and he didn't want to disturb her, so he closed his eyes again, taking all the time he could to enjoy this time with her. For years, he'd wanted her. So much so that he'd distanced himself from her the moment he realized his desires. She was Troy's sister. 
 
    Michael had no idea how Troy would react, but that was a problem for another time. For now, all that mattered was Laurel. 
 
    He stroked her hair and relaxed his muscles, absorbing the fresh feel of her against his skin. She was a soft, warm presence, as much a part of him as he was a part of himself. Especially after they'd slept together. Michael released a sharp breath at the memory of just hours before, and he began to harden again. The feel of her wrapped around him, the sounds she made, the love he felt for her growing in his chest like a wildfire. 
 
    That flame was still alive inside him. He acknowledged it like he acknowledged the presence of his dragon, invisible but undeniable and real. Whatever Michael had felt before they had sex was just a ghost of what he felt now. Somehow they had forged something new together, an experience that made the idea of him and her unbreakable in his mind. 
 
    When he was with her, everything felt perfect. He wasn't sure he could leave this moment without searching for a way to dive right into the next. 
 
    A while later, when Michael was lost in thoughts of Laurel, of what they would do now, she began to stir. 
 
    Michael had been absently stroking her hair when she blinked up at him with sleepy eyes. He saw the moment where she went from drowsy and uncertain to awake and alive, the reflection of their shared passion reflected in her irises. 
 
    "You're still here," she said. More like a mumble, really, as she wasn't quite awake enough yet for much else. 
 
    He cupped her cheek. "Of course I am. Where else would I be?" 
 
    "I thought you'd be ..." She trailed off with a dreamy sigh and snuggled closer. She was wrapped so firmly around him that he wasn't sure they could separate again. "I don't know. Gone, like last time." 
 
    His heart clenched, and the ache that went through him almost shattered the dreamlike quality of this moment. He felt the iciness of his usual, carefully cultivated persona creeping in through the edges of himself. But he breathed deeply, pushing all of that away. He didn't need to be that person with Laurel, not anymore. He'd wasted enough time already pretending he didn't care. 
 
    Lying to himself and to her. 
 
    It was at least a minute before he found it in himself to speak again. They'd come all this way so he could properly apologize, to start over. And though they had, it hadn't been quite what he planned. Being with her so soon hadn't been something he expected to happen, and as happy as he was, it threw everything a little off-course. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Michael said, making his second attempt at an apology. "I'm sorry that what I've done has made you feel that way. Never did I intend to make you feel unwanted or unappreciated. I shouldn't have disappeared. It was just, that night ... I realized that something might happen between us, and I didn't think it was a good idea. But deciding to leave was a coward's move." 
 
    Something flickered in Laurel's eyes, something deep and sad, but in the end, she still managed a smile. "It's okay. We're here now, aren't we?" 
 
    Michael pressed his forehead to hers, releasing a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. "Yes. Yes, we are." 
 
    And they left it at that. Now that they were here, together, as unbelievable as it was—neither of them were too keen on holding the past against each other. Michael was ashamed of his cowardice, of how he'd hurt Laurel. He never should have been afraid. But if she was truly ready to forgive him, to put it past them for good, then he'd never let the foolishness of his past change anything between them moving forward. If anything, he'd learn from his mistakes and never let it happen again. 
 
    Michael held her close, kissing her ear. "I'm going to have to teach you to come into my office whenever you want. I'd much rather be putting up with you than Troy." 
 
    "Are you comparing me to my brother?" she said, giggling, and readjusted herself so that she was looking straight at him. "Don't think you can get away with that." 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. "And what are you going to do about it?" 
 
    She silenced him with a long kiss, sending warm shivers down his body. He wanted her again, and his dragon roused, tugging on the link between him and Laurel, trying to convince him to pull her back down onto his already hardening length. But he resisted, instead just enjoying the birdlike flutter of her heart against his and the softness of their conjoined lips. 
 
    "You'll see after I show you that I'm the best personal research assistant you'll ever find," she said between kisses, and Michael only vaguely understood her meaning. He was enraptured by her. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Hours later, after Michael finally found the willpower to untangle himself from Laurel, they left the secret meadow with a glowing bubble of joy encircling them both. It'd been difficult to part ways with her again to go back to work, which felt unimportant when faced against his need of her. But other people needed him, too, and they'd both already been absent for hours longer than anticipated. 
 
    Michael knew it wasn't time for anyone else to know about him and Laurel yet. It wasn't that he was ashamed of being with her—he wanted to tell everyone he knew, to officially stake his claim on her—but he felt like that was something they needed to talk about first. Although it was clear that there was something between them, it wasn't defined in any way he was capable of explaining to anyone else, let alone Troy. 
 
    And so, Michael just soothed himself with the anticipation of seeing her again. They would go on a real date somewhere. Eventually ... he'd take her somewhere nice or maybe take her back to his place. There were so many things they could do, and their whole lives to do it. 
 
    As he dug back into his work that late afternoon—exploring the leads brought up by Laurel's research on the Charger artifact—his worries began to return. Even with what had just happened between them, Michael wasn't entirely sure where they stood with each other or if she even wanted to see him again. Until that moment, it'd seemed like a given. But was it really? 
 
    Before Michael could dig himself in a hole too deep with worries, his office door swung open. He glanced up, half-hoping to see Laurel again, but that would have been too easy. 
 
    It was Troy. 
 
    Michael swallowed hard as his friend crossed the room with a friendly wave. Troy was the last person he wanted to see right now. 
 
    "I was looking for you earlier, but Clary said you weren't in. Apparently, you and Laurel went out for lunch?" he said with a puzzled look. 
 
    "I decided that," Michael began, "if I were to treat Laurel like a real personal assistant—and utilize her as such, not just treat her like a nuisance because I'm quite happy on my own—it would require a suitable apology." 
 
    Troy nodded, considering this. "She did take it pretty hard when you dissected yourself from her life. I never explicitly told her that it was on purpose, but ... she's not stupid. I won't pretend to understand why you did. I know you see the world a lot differently than the rest of us, but you did hurt her. I'm sure she appreciated it." 
 
    "I'm not sure if that's supposed to be a compliment or if you're calling me an alien. You are just as unusual as I am, in your own way." 
 
    "Right. But at least I'm not usually oblivious to how what I say and do affects people. There are times where it seems like you're socially oblivious," Troy said. 
 
    Michael grunted his concession. Troy wasn't the first to say that, and he wouldn't be the last. "I might also have taken her out because we had an argument the other day." 
 
    "You? An argument? You're more likely to freeze someone to death to prove a point than argue," Troy laughed. "Her magic already working on you, huh? Don't worry, you'll get used to it. Guess that explains why she didn't want to come in your office the other day." 
 
    Troy seemed to be taking the statement at face value, rather than considering that someone else was going on, and for that, Michael was thankful. He didn't think Troy would be entirely disapproving of Michael and Laurel potentially seeing each other, but it was far too soon for that, especially when Michael didn't even know what he and Laurel were. All he knew was that he felt incomplete without her ever since he'd reluctantly left her side earlier that day. 
 
    "I might have questioned her ability to work as my assistant," Michael said. "I was a huge dick." 
 
    "Everything's fine now, though, right?" 
 
    Michael paused, maybe for too long. Things were fine. More than fine, and he wished he could talk about it. But the instant he told Troy or any of the others they'd all know. They'd be incapable of keeping a secret like that. 
 
    "She proved me wrong, that's for sure. All of her leads on the Charger gauntlet have been spot on," Michael said. "With her findings, I was able to find more information about how it works in our digital records. They were previously unnamed with incomplete descriptions, which is why they didn't show up before. With some further testing, I think we can get a basic understanding of how the glove works. That's not what worries me, though." 
 
    Troy stuck his hands in his pockets. "Claws." 
 
    Claws was one of InnoCell's rival organizations. But unlike the rest of their competition, Claws wasn't their official name, as they operated entirely underground and out of sight. They probably secretly owned dozens of companies that battled against InnoCell's interests every day, but they were so good at what they did that even with InnoCell's vast technological and magical resources, they still hadn't been able to root out and eliminate Claws for good. 
 
    "They've been more active since the release of the Lifesaver," Michael said. "Liam said he had everything under control, and I think that's still the case, but there's something going on with this gauntlet. It's dangerous. If someone stole it from them and gave it to us, they'll want it back." 
 
    Claws weren't just InnoCell's rivals in the sense that they were vying for control over the same markets. While InnoCell worked to better the world, Claws did the opposite—they drained the life out of everything they touched, twisting ideas to benefit only a subset of people, namely the Claws themselves. And most of the time, they succeeded in doing this outside the notice of most normal folk. 
 
    Michael's division didn't usually deal with Claws, though. That was usually Liam and the Detections Department's job. Magical Acquisitions received all of their artifacts through reputable means, all of which knew and avoided Claws just like InnoCell. There were occasions like these, though, where they held a mutual interest in an object, and that was when things got interesting. 
 
    "I'm a little worried, too. Nothing like this has happened before. I'm not sure if this is a case of someone trying to do their part against Claws, too, or if we're intentionally being brought into the crossfire," Troy said. "Anyway ... I'll warn Liam about the Charger. I think he needs to know about this now. It's a potential security risk." 
 
    Troy left Michael alone again. His head was cluttered with a jumble of thoughts: Laurel, Claws, the Charger, and he wasn't even sure where to begin with which mystery to solve first. 
 
    As if in response, his dragon stirred inside him, compelling him to glance through the windows in his department, but he didn't see any sign of Laurel. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Laurel 
 
      
 
    A ping on Laurel's InnoCell-issued tablet told her that it was time to organize Michael's schedule for the upcoming week. He was always receiving meeting requests from a dozen different companies and important individuals in the magical community, those within Blackfall and even some from other parts of the world. An artifact manufacturer from China was especially eager to get ahold of Michael, but no matter how many times she called, Michael's schedule was still booked up for most of the next month. 
 
    Laurel's job, then, was really just to make sure that there were no sudden conflicts that came up and notify the affected parties if so. Although this was, objectively, the most boring part of her job, she still enjoyed it quite a bit. Maintaining Michael's schedule was a glimpse into his mind; he lived an extremely ordered life, with just about everything planned far in advance and little room for error. 
 
    Knowing where he'd be, what he was working on, and doing her part to keep everything working smoothly, like a well-oiled machine, made Laurel feel closer to him, too. Somehow, knowing that he spent three hours every week engaging with department employees in search of new ideas made the iciness that usually dominated his personal feel less authentic. He did care. 
 
    And on some level, she had known that ever since her birthday party two years ago. When he attacked the man who was taking advantage of Laurel, Michael had shown that he cared for her. And he'd done it again just the other day when they went out to his secret meadow in the mountains. 
 
    Their time together, so far, felt like a dream. Half of the time, she questioned whether it had all really happened. All of the things he'd told her, like how he'd been wrong, the way he touched her and kissed her ... it made her heart and mind sing. Everything about Michael drew her in, and now, she craved his touch, the sound of his voice ... Every now and then, when he was working with the blinds in his office deactivated, she stole glances at him just to remind herself that he existed. 
 
    The other half of the time, Laurel was left with this lingering aura of uncertainty. Did he feel the same way as she did, like every breath was a struggle so long as she wasn't near? She never caught him stealing glances at her in her little office across the way, where she kept the blinds always open in hopes that she would see him staring longingly at her, too. 
 
    There was something between them, whether they wanted to admit it or not. She felt the fire of it burning inside her since they'd slept together, amplifying something that'd already been there faintly, for years. Or was she just crazy, and had she been knocked over the head, losing all sense of her place in the world? 
 
    Laurel finished with Michael's schedule and stole one last glance at him in his office. It was one of his only late-night meetings; he and a local entrepreneur, a female vampire from one of the local covens. The meeting had been arranged far before Laurel came into the picture, so she had no idea what it was about. But only the blind would call the woman anything other than drop-dead gorgeous; a fitting description, maybe, since she was dead. 
 
    Laurel left her office to begin her research work because her overworked brain could get too worked up or jealous. It was just work. It didn't matter what the woman looked like. 
 
    It just didn't help that, since Laurel and Michael slept together, it felt like he'd gone back to avoiding her again, just in less obvious ways. He didn't respond to any of her messages unless it was urgent and work-related, and whenever they met in his office or in the department, he was cold and impersonal, with the warm side of him that she'd met for the first time a ghostly memory in his eyes and features. There, but also not. 
 
    To say the least, Laurel was confused. She wanted to believe there was more to them than just a one-nighter. 
 
    But he was busy. She knew he was. So, she held her breath, waiting, hoping that her work would serve to distract her for long enough.  
 
    The Magical Acquisitions Department received artifacts from all over the world. InnoCell's network was vast, connected to the magical markets in just about every major city in the world. Laurel learned quickly that there were only a handful of reliable distributors in America anymore; according to the records, most that InnoCell had favored before had been infiltrated by Claws. 
 
    She'd learned a bit more about that organization, too, but when she asked Michael about it, he told her that the Claws didn't usually factor into their regular work as a part of the department, so she didn't need to know anymore more about them. And left it at that. 
 
    The new arrivals came in silver-coated protective cases in the hands of a tall, freckled woman with piercing, amber eyes and pointed ears. At a glance, she seemed like inadequate protection for what were inevitably powerful artifacts. But Laurel knew right away that she was a Fae, who were known for their unmatched magical prowess. No one messed with the Fae unless they had a deathwish. 
 
    "Just three today?" Laurel said. The cases were too heavy for her to carry, so she had the woman place them on one of the nearby examination tables. 
 
    "The rest were pre-identified or had instructions to be delivered to other parties in the department," the Fae woman said. "These are the only ones requiring Michael's direct attention. Or is that your job now?" 
 
    "Any that are beyond my expertise will be sent to Michael, yes." 
 
    "Good." The woman clapped a hand on the nearest case. "That man works too hard. Next time you see him, tell him Faorynn says hi." 
 
    After the woman left, Laurel was left alone with the new artifacts. They came in periodically, not usually on a set date, with anywhere from one to a dozen different artifacts to be identified, sorted, and redistributed. They were orders fulfilled from various locations or deliveries from auctions, gifts, sometimes even bribes—though that didn't usually work for InnoCell, as far as Laurel could tell. 
 
    Working with the new deliveries was the bulk of Laurel's work, as it had been Michael's before her. Some of the artifacts were easy, others near impossible. Already, she'd passed one off to Michael in the two weeks she'd been working there, one that he'd identified in a matter of hours once he found the right magical context, which Laurel, most often than not, seemed to be missing. 
 
    The first artifact was a spiked hoop, approximately the size of a bicycle wheel, with various runes inscribed on the surface. She was so intrigued by this that she didn't bother looking at the other two right away and instead dove right into the InnoCell digital archives to see what she could find. 
 
    Researching artifacts, too, made Laurel feel closer to Michael. Although she wished she could be doing it with him, it was enough, for now, to know that he enjoyed digging into this kind of work just as much as she did. It made her a little sad, even, that he'd given it up for the sake of better efficiency. She hoped that there were still other projects going on in the background that gave him as much joy. 
 
    A few hours into her work, Laurel had still turned up nothing about the hoop. Early on, she'd realized that the runes looked vaguely Norse, but there was something off about them. They were either altered or from somewhere else completely. She was about to start a more focused effort to identify them when her tablet made the distinct ping of a new email. 
 
    She momentarily switched tasks to check her work inbox. Since she was now Michael's personal assistant, he often forwarded her emails that were better dealt with by her. This time, though, she'd been hoping for something a little different. She craved his attention; all she needed was to know that he was thinking of her and that would have satisfied her until the next time they were alone. 
 
    The email wasn't from Michael at all, though. The sender was unknown. 
 
    Dear Laurel Frest, 
 
    I hope this finds you well. It has come to my attention that your boss recently acquired an artifact of significant power, a glass gauntlet. 
 
    I will purchase it from you for the amount of $200 million US dollars. 
 
    If this amount is agreeable, please contact me at your earliest convenience. 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    A Friend 
 
    The email set goosebumps trailing across Laurel's arms. It gave her a distinct wrong feeling, for some reason, even if she couldn't immediately place why. But she knew for a fact that Michael and Troy had decided that the Charger was far too dangerous to speak about publicly, so they'd taken every precaution as to keep it a secret. 
 
    No one on the outside should know that InnoCell had the gauntlet at all. Only a handful of those working there even knew that it existed. 
 
    Confusion took root in Laurel. She knew that something was going on that Michael and Troy wouldn't tell her about, but something felt off about this. Would she have to get answers out of Evan or Liam instead? She hadn't seen either of them since she started working there, though she suspected they all knew, by now. But chances were they would be just as tight-lipped as the others. 
 
    Laurel took a deep breath and tried to reorient herself. It was fine. She didn't need to know everything, and this probably wasn't something worth panicking over. But as Michael's assistant, she needed to tell him about this, especially considering the unusual circumstances. She shot him a quick text, hoping he was out of his meeting now and would respond right away, but several minutes passed in silence. 
 
    Fine. He wanted her to barge into his office whenever she needed to? Then Michael would get what he wanted. This certainly qualified. 
 
    She packed up all of the books and documents she was using in her research, locked the new artifacts in the on-site magical safes, and headed for Michael's office. Her stomach sank when she saw that the blinds were closed. What was she supposed to think about that? He'd booked off two hours to meet with the mysterious brunette vampire, and now they were in private ... 
 
    It didn't matter. A potential leak of classified information counted as an emergency. Before Laurel had the chance to second-guess herself again, she pushed open the door to Michael's office and charged in. 
 
    She scanned the desk, the comfortable chairs in the corner, but no one was there. 
 
    "Michael?" she said, hesitantly, just in case. But the office felt cold and empty; he'd been gone for a while. 
 
    She sent him another text. Usually, when her texts were work-related, he responded within a few minutes, unless he was in an important meeting, at least to let her know that she'd have to wait. This time, nothing. She had a distinct feeling that he was just ignoring her. Had he gone out with the vampire? 
 
    She bit her lip, annoyed and upset and concerned. Maybe she was just overreacting. If Michael didn't see it as a big deal, then maybe she didn't have to, either. 
 
    After taking a few moments to settle her nerves, she decided to move on without him. She went back to her office, reading and re-reading the mysterious email she'd received. Once she had the entire thing committed to memory, she drafted a response, simply stating that the gauntlet was not for sale at this time, and then went home. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – Michael 
 
      
 
    Glass cases of artifacts were spread through the large room. Michael wandered through the aisles, reading the tags of anything that caught his attention. InnoCell was never really in search of any specific types of artifacts, rather just anything that might assist the business overall, make their objectives a little easier, or was too dangerous to be kept anywhere but in a large vault. Like the Charger that'd been dropped on their doorstep. 
 
    He walked past devices that made people fly—those were nothing too special, since many magical people and creatures could already do that—and bags that held infinite objects. At the end of the aisle he was currently walking down, he stopped to observe a small black case. Slim like a screen but propped open to show that there was clearly more to it. 
 
    The tag read that it was an infinite makeup case. Completely superfluous and useless to the company, but Michael paused, thinking of Laurel. Would she like something like this? He wouldn't call her makeup-obsessed, but she always seemed to be wearing something a little different. If she liked to experiment with different things, maybe she would have a lot of fun with it. 
 
    "Are you finding anything to your liking, Mr. Koff?" a woman said. 
 
    Michael glanced at her; this was Lydia, and she was standing in the intersection between the aisles, her delicate hands crossed over the front of her blood-red dress. Her eyes were a light gray, speckled with unnatural globes of light. He wasn't quite sure what she was—but she definitely wasn't human. 
 
    Lydia tilted her head to examine the artifact he'd found. "Ah, yes. One of our newest creations," she said, and when she smiled, she showed off her sharp teeth. "A suitable gift for a special lady. Do you have someone in mind?" 
 
    The makeup case was a ridiculous idea, but Michael's eyes were drawn to it again. As he looked over the sleek case again, his cell buzzed in his pocket. Most likely another text from Laurel, which he promptly ignored without even looking. She'd been texting him a lot, mostly about work-related things and to occasionally check up on him, but after he'd taken her to his secret meadow, he'd started replying to her less and less. 
 
    He moved away from the makeup case without looking at Lydia again. "I'm here on behalf of InnoCell." 
 
    "Of course, Mr. Koff. Is there anything I can help you with?" she said. 
 
    "I'd like to preview your newest line of surveillance equipment. My sources say you have merged the qualities of several old artifacts to create something new?" 
 
    "Yes, yes. Our newest recording and detection equipment is the Aural Surveillance Pro, which is modeled after the best available in the human world, but, of course, with a magical twist ..." 
 
    She went on and on, and though Michael listened to every word she said, his real focus was elsewhere. His mind kept returning to Laurel, the messages that he'd ignored, and their time together. Ever since then, he'd been unable to stop thinking about her for more than an hour at a time. The thought of her kept him up at night, distracted him from all of his work, and the smallest things reminded him of her, like the silly makeup case. 
 
    His initial reaction to sleeping with her had been pure relief and joy, but now that he'd had more time to think about it, he was certain that it'd all been a mistake. He shouldn't have even agreed to make her his assistant. Just like last time, his feelings were starting to get out of control. Even while he wanted her near, he felt like he had to push her away. And his dragon became irritated every time he did. 
 
    "... we've also incorporated protection against ghosts and other corporeal beings into this version," Lydia continued. "Previously, it was impossible to do more than alert you of a ghost's presence, but we've added the effects of a new artifact to the mix, which allows them to be kept out completely. Other new features include ..." 
 
    Michael tested the device's interactive control hub, playing with the various protective fields and working out which artifacts were providing which effects. Although he was interested in the unique surveillance equipment for protecting InnoCell's interests, defense and stuff like that was Liam's business, not Michael's. What he really wanted to figure out was how Lydia's employer managed to flawlessly duplicate artifacts on a massive scale. If he could determine that, then he could estimate how likely it was that the Claws organization got ahold of multiple copies of the Charger or if the one in InnoCell's possession was the only one. 
 
    But even as he was examining the Aural Surveillance Pro system, his usual enthusiasm for his work was replaced with thoughts of Laurel. Would her discovering the purpose of the Charger put her in danger? Hiring her as his personal assistant had been a horrible idea on multiple fronts. She was good at her job, really. In time, she'd become as good as Michael at it. But bringing her to InnoCell brought her, indirectly, into the line of fire between the company and those that wanted to stop their grand visions. 
 
    It was also horrible because of this. He was supposed to be purchasing new artifacts and decoding the unusual device in front of him, and yet he kept spacing out whenever the smallest thing made him think of her. What was wrong with him? Why had she always driven him crazy like this? 
 
    Michael pressed a series of buttons, as instructed by Lydia, and a turquoise forcefield grew from the ground up, circling in a small dome around them. 
 
    "This is the basic magical defense mechanism," she said and leaned in close to point to something else on the panel. She intentionally brushed her breast up against Michael's arm, but he didn't react. All he could think of was Laurel. "You can increase the size up to a fifteen-mile radius, with the option to fine-tune the dimensions according to your property's specifications. And, you can make it completely invisible or only visible to certain spectrums of light and sound." 
 
    He mindlessly played with the buttons, thinking that these were traits taken from basic defensive artifacts, maybe medieval European magic shields and enhanced and repurposed in a more general way. He made the shield larger and worked on shaping it into a star. While he did, his thoughts, again, returned to Laurel. 
 
    He was spending all this time caught up on her, but realistically, there was no way she was actually interested in him, at least in the same way that he wanted her. People had casual sex all the time these days; it wasn't weird unless they made it weird. Knowing what Laurel's personality was like, that was almost certainly what had happened between them ... and that was it. She was like Danny, a bit of a flirt, even if she didn't want to admit it. That was why Michael had been so upset when she was messing around with Danny in the lobby two weeks ago. 
 
    Because he was certain, now, that everything he was experiencing meant he wanted more. 
 
    Laurel wouldn't get out of his head. Michael dreamed of her, even in his waking moments. He was drawn to her in the most subtle ways, always tempted to leave his office just to glimpse her at whatever she was doing. 
 
    This wasn't going to work. Just a week since they'd been together, and already he was losing his mind. It didn't help that his dragon, which usually hibernated inside him most of the day until he needed it, was awake all of the time, leaking magic and conflicting thoughts into Michael's head. Half of the time, he felt like a completely different person. 
 
    Even now, when he reached out to turn off the Aural's forcefield, a thin layer of frost grew from his fingertips and over the panel. And usually, when he did something like that on accident, it disappeared as quickly as it came. This time, the frost stayed, glittering in the bright lights of the showroom. 
 
    "Apologies, Lydia, I didn't mean to ..." he trailed off when she waved a dismissive hand. 
 
    "Don't worry about it, Mr. Koff. These systems have been proofed against all sorts of magic. Anything small and accidental won't damage it in the slightest," she said. They watched, together, as the machine forced the ice to melt and dissolve on the surface. "Have you made a decision regarding the machine?" 
 
    Michael took out two business cards. This time, with precise control of his magic, he tapped the slim metallic surface of the second card to remove his business details, replacing them with Liam's instead. "I am very interested in the system, in fact. However, my colleague, Liam Sallow, is in charge of purchasing equipment such as this. Kindly contact his assistant and make arrangements for a more thorough test. If it continues to impress, as it has impressed me, I expect him to follow through with a generous purchase." 
 
    Lydia accepted the two cards. "Thank you, Mr. Koff. My boss will be pleased." 
 
    "Speaking of your boss, I would like to arrange a meeting with him to discuss another potential business deal. Please let him know that I am prepared to meet at his earliest convenience; just be in touch with my assistant." 
 
    The thought of his assistant, Laurel, made his chest squeeze. He might not be able to keep her around much longer. Seeing her every day, knowing that he couldn't have her the way he wanted, would simply suck the life out of his work. 
 
    "Of course, Mr. Koff. May you provide any more specific details for the meeting you have in mind?" 
 
    What Michael wanted to discuss was, of course, their methods of duplicating and recreating artifacts. Those were systems that he realized he couldn't understand just by looking at a masterpiece like the Aural Surveillance Pro; he needed to dig into the mechanics and magical components. And unfortunately, those were trade secrets that Lydia's boss would keep under wraps. 
 
    However, considering that there were multiple applications for such work, especially since InnoCell also created their own artifacts, coming to some sort of use agreement with the technology, or perhaps buying it outright, would benefit InnoCell immensely. They would significantly reduce the workload for Troy's department—Technological and Magical Innovation—as well as Evan Lowe's—the department in charge of both magical and technological production. They could create a larger number of new artifacts on a larger scale instead of just a few. 
 
    "Unfortunately not," Michael said. "This is a matter better discussed without any potential miscommunications. I trust you will, however, convey the importance." 
 
    Lydia nodded. "We will be in touch. Is there anything else I can help you with today? Perhaps you will reconsider the makeup kit for your lovely lady?" 
 
    Michael hesitated, and in that moment, his dragon grappled for control. An icy sheen coated his insides, urging him to buy it for Laurel, to apologize for ignoring her, to not care about what he could or couldn't have—to just ignore his worries and enjoy the moments he did have, instead. But Michael wrested control back from the dragon. He kept the iciness intact, a protective layer for what he had to do next. 
 
    "Perhaps another time," he said and left. 
 
    On his way out of the store, which was well-hidden with magic in downtown Blackfall, his cell buzzed again. He pressed a hand over his pocket, as if he could feel Laurel's essence leaking out of it. He held it there for a while, just taking in the busy atmosphere of the city, the crowded sidewalks and the tall palm trees dotting the horizon. None of it could suppress the decision he'd made while inside. 
 
    The iciness crept deeper inside him when he took out his phone. The most recent text from Laurel read: 
 
    Hey Michael, are you okay? I haven't seen you at the office at all the past two days. Let me know if something's up or if there's anything I can do to make things easier on you. 
 
    Michael closed his eyes and took a deep breath. There were so many things that they could both make easier for each other. Knowing where they stood, for one, would make him feel less guilty for avoiding the office. But wasn't it just as much on him for not asking when he was so desperate to know? Maybe she didn't think that it was a big deal. Maybe she would be willing to talk. 
 
    But Michael had already made up his mind. 
 
    Laurel, he wrote, whatever's been going on between us won't work. I think we have different expectations of each other. 
 
    He didn't say it—because he knew it would hurt her just as much as it hurt him—but taking her to the meadow had been a mistake. If that hadn't happened, maybe things wouldn't be where they were now ... an endless void of confusion that Michael needed to distance himself from. 
 
    His phone buzzed again right away, but Michael let the layer of icy, indifferent magic engulf him, keeping him from checking what she said. If he did, he knew he'd find room inside him to regret nipping whatever was growing between them in the bud. 
 
    But even with the magic to protect him, and without checking, regret started bleeding into him anyway. He'd felt something tangible blossoming between him and Laurel, and just choosing not to acknowledge it didn't make it go away. 
 
    It made it all the more obvious, like a growing plant in the dead garden of his heart. Or a round hole in the layer of ice over a lake. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Laurel 
 
      
 
    Laurel forced herself out of bed the next morning and went to work as usual, no matter how numb and broken she felt. Her makeup was messy, making her look more like the zombie she felt than the style-conscious woman she usually tried to be. What was the point, when she was rejected, again, by the only man she cared to look nice for? 
 
    Sure, she could have kept it up for herself. But right now, she couldn't muster the energy to care when going to work, when she wanted nothing more than to avoid the place entirely, was a struggle on its own. Everyone gave her funny looks when she came in that day, asking her if she was all right or if she was sick or under the weather. 
 
    She was sick, just not in the way they expected. 
 
    "I'm fine," she told each and every one of them with a dose of her usual cheeriness, even if it was completely fake. "Just a strange morning, is all. Don't worry about me!" 
 
    And they all believed her, letting her go through (most of) the rest of her day undisturbed. That was Laurel. Pretending that everything was okay, that everything was normal, fine and dandy, all perfect and cheery, for everyone else's sakes. To not subject them to the mess she'd become if she accepted that no, she, in fact, wasn't fine at all, that she was heartbroken, and yet, she'd never let herself quite acknowledge that she was in love in the first place. 
 
    Now, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, hiding for the duration of her lunch break, she couldn't deny what she now knew to be true. She loved Michael, and he didn't love her. He didn't even know how she felt. He must not, because she believed, in her heart of hearts, that he wouldn't have broken things off like that if he did. He would have been more delicate about it, because that was the kind of person he was. 
 
    But knowing that didn't keep what little makeup she had on her eyes and face from smearing as her tears pooled and fell. It didn't stop her from hiccupping her sobs into the sink, repeating in her head, over and over, like a mantra, that she really didn't expect anything from him anyway. Michael has always been distant, even in the years before she'd screwed things up for good. 
 
    It didn't keep the steady thrumming in the back of her heart—a core that had awakened inside her that afternoon with Michael in the secret meadow—from tearing her apart with longing for him. Or from telling her that there was some sort of unnatural connection there, tying her to him and him to her whether they wanted to admit it or not. 
 
    No, none of what happened could ever erase that. 
 
    Laurel wiped off her ruined makeup, washed her face with cold water to ease her pain, and took several more moments to breathe before making a pathetic touch-up attempt to hide her puffy eyes and make herself look presentable before leaving the bathroom to go back to work. 
 
    She stared at her reflection in the mirror. "You don't owe him your suffering," she told herself. "You can still do your work and be happy without him." 
 
    She tried to make herself believe it, to convince herself that it was true, but it was a struggle. Because even when Michael was ignoring her, ever since she'd finally kissed him for the first time, he'd made her feel as whole and happy as she'd ever been in her life. 
 
    When she left the bathroom, heading for the artifact hall where Faorynn was to deliver another shipment, Laurel walked right into Michael. She'd been so far off in her own little world that she hadn't seen him coming. 
 
    He grabbed her elbows to keep her from falling, and for a moment, Laurel's chest was pressed against his, and she was looking up into the icy pools of his eyes. They were dark and cloudy, an emotionless ice storm. And yet, when Laurel finally returned to her senses and scrambled to separate herself from him, she caught a flicker of concern deep within. 
 
    She smoothed her skirt, avoiding eye contact. "I'm sorry, Mr. Koff," she said. "I wasn't paying attention. I'll be on my way." 
 
    Michael flinched at the formality, she noticed, but she was too numb and distracted to care. Her hands gripped her elbows, right where Michael had, as she began to walk away. Her body had captured his warmth, and his cold, there, and she became attuned to the pulsing energy rippling through her body, trying to drag her back toward him. But she ignored it. 
 
    "Wait," Michael said. 
 
    That, she couldn't ignore, no matter how much she wanted to, and she turned to face him, still hugging herself. It was like his touch had sapped out all the warmth in her body, and now the only way she could get it back was if she let him envelop her completely. But he wouldn't, and she wouldn't let him if he wanted to. 
 
    He hesitated for a long moment, the storminess in his eyes settling a bit to reveal a hint of vulnerability beneath. Was that regret, she saw? Or was her appearance so off that it was all Michael needed to understand, now, how much he'd hurt her? 
 
    "Are you okay?" he said slowly, as if the words were too thick to come out of his mouth. 
 
    Laurel sniffed. "I have no reason not to be, isn't that right? If that's everything, Mr. Koff ..." she said, unable to keep herself from lacing the words with a bit of the spite and hurt she was feeling. 
 
    Michael straightened his tie. He was more fidgety than she was used to seeing him, like something was bothering him. If she'd been her normal self, she might have asked. But she hadn't restored herself enough yet, to return to real pleasantries. She wasn't sure she ever would. 
 
    "No, that's all. I'll see you later," he said. 
 
    Even as Laurel walked away, it felt like all that existed in the world was the two of them. The Magical Acquisitions Department didn't exist; it was just a long, dark corridor away from the man that she loved. A walk of shame. 
 
    Michael's words kept echoing in her head. No, she wouldn't be able to see him later. She didn't think she could bear it. She couldn't work this job at all knowing he'd be near all the time, that he could appear without notice to disrupt all the mental shields she'd put up against him on any given day. 
 
    And so, when Laurel turned away from Michael's line of sight, she didn't go to the Artifact's hall to meet Faorynn. She went straight home. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Laurel didn't leave the house the next morning or the day after that. The only time she really got out of bed was when Felix's cries became far too much for her to stand, and so she fed him, and then she'd return to her pillowy paradise. Without fail, a few minutes later, he'd come back to snuggle with her under the blankets, too. 
 
    Maybe Felix's loyalty was built on a relationship of dependency, but it was still loyalty. She couldn't say the same about Michael. 
 
    There was a time, back when she was a girl, that Laurel had daydreamed about Michael being her mate. That was the be-all, end-all of relationships for shifters—the perfect someone, the love of your life, your other half. It was a concept typically seen as a fairy tale for most of them, but there were stories where people really did find their perfect match, like Danny and his new mate, who seemed perfect together in every imaginable way. 
 
    All of that would have explained why Laurel was attracted to Michael and dead set on having him, why no other man compared in terms of intellect and handsomeness. 
 
    Even in recent months, before Laurel started working for InnoCell as Michael's assistant, she'd caught herself dreaming of becoming the lover, the one-and-only, to the cold-hearted but dreamy Michael Koff. She'd never quite grown out of the idea that they were meant to be together. 
 
    Now, Laurel knew she had to accept that she'd been entirely wrong all these years and that it really was just a story told to enchant young shifters. Or maybe only important people like Danny had any chance of finding the one meant for them. 
 
    Either way, Laurel didn't believe that any mate would be capable of letting their old half hurt. At all, period. Let alone how pained Laurel felt now; the thought of Michael sent shockwaves of pain searing through her, knowing that he'd never be hers. That he didn't want to be, and that they weren't meant to be together. She had to accept that he wasn't her mate. 
 
    She had no intention to go back to work or to ever leave her apartment again at all. Why should she, when facing the realities of the world would mean that she'd lost the best job she'd ever had, all because she was so hung up on one man? If she didn't lose it from not showing up, at least, she'd quit on the basis that she couldn't keep working for him, not when she felt this way. 
 
    Facing the world meant that she'd have to accept that she'd have to start working a boring job, probably one that she hated, or moving out of Blackfall in search of something else. Maybe going back to school was the only way for Laurel to figure out what she could still get out of the world when the world had failed her. 
 
    Even if she went back to working at a museum, she was afraid that working with artifacts of any kind would just keep reminding her of Michael. She needed to completely change careers, or she'd slowly go mad, even if she never saw him again. 
 
    Felix rubbed his face against her outstretched hand. They were huddled under the blankets, a warm, safe haven from all the nastiness of the world. Laurel usually only let herself dwell in her misery for three days before trying to create an action plan, but her head had been swirling with ideas and solutions for almost the entire two days she'd spent in bed, all of them pointing to the same, horrible realization: she wasn't sure she could move on from this. At least not so soon. 
 
    What hurt the most was that Michael hadn't even texted or called her. Not once, not even for anything work-related. Did he even notice that she was gone? Did he simply not care at all? Or had she been replaced already, probably with someone prettier and smarter? 
 
    Laurel heaved a heavy sigh into her pillow, warming the fabric against her cheek. The days she spent like this were a whirlpool of thoughts about Michael, some of them drowning her in memories of their wonderful times together, other times wondering what she could have done better. 
 
    He had said that things weren't going to work between them, and yet Laurel hadn't a solid idea of what was happening with them. They hadn't been anything close to a couple, even though Laurel always became giddy at the idea. It just simply hadn't been something they'd talked about; Laurel had the impression that Michael was more the kind of guy to see where things went for a little while before trying to define anything. But maybe she'd been completely wrong. Maybe her willingness to wait and see was what killed things before they really started. 
 
    But because he wouldn't talk to her, she really had no idea. She wanted to text him again, demanding answers, but he'd never offered an explanation for his initial text, either. It was up to interpretation, and Laurel was interpreting it in the worst way possible. 
 
    She knew she needed to start planning her next steps, that this couldn't go on forever. It was just that, whenever she looked into the future, she couldn't see how she was going to continue without Michael in it. 
 
    There was a muffled thumping sound coming from somewhere beyond the safety of her blankets. At first, she thought she was imagining it. And then she thought it might be her phone, but she knew for a fact that her ringer was off, and sounded nothing like that. The only other possibility: the front door. 
 
    Laurel willed it to go away, but it banged on, ceaseless, preventing Laurel from cozying back into her pillows and blankets and sleeping the rest of the day away. Actually, she hadn't peeked out of the blankets since her most recent wake-up, so she had no idea what time it was. 
 
    When it became clear that the noise wasn't going to stop, she peeled herself out of bed, took her sweet time clothing herself, and then traversed the cave-like darkness of her apartment to finally present herself at the front door of her residence.  
 
    Laurel blinked away the blinding light as she peeked outside. There, in the sliver of light, was an annoyed-looking Troy with a brown paper bag. 
 
    "I'm experiencing a strange sense of déjà vu," Laurel mumbled. 
 
    "I'm not here to reward your bad behavior," he said and pushed past her into the apartment without invitation. He flicked on the light, and Laurel had to shield her eyes until they properly adjusted. 
 
    "Good," she said, "because this time, I won't be so easily bribed. You'll need much more than a bagel to dig me out of here so soon. You can't keep interrupting my alone time. It throws off the balance of the universe or something. There are consequences." 
 
    The expression Troy gave her wasn't even slightly amused. "I stuck my neck out to get you this job, and less than a month in, you disappear partway through the day and don't show up for the next two days. You better have a good explanation for this." 
 
    "If I don't want the damn job, I don't want the damn job, and there's nothing you can do about it," Laurel snapped. She crossed her arms, and a long silence passed between them. 
 
    Troy opened the paper bag to reveal a strawberry cheesecake muffin and a yogurt cup. Laurel's eyes flicked in that direction, but she didn't move. She meant it when she said that she wouldn't be bribed so easily, but her stomach was a traitor. It rumbled. When was the last time she'd eaten something more than leftovers? 
 
    "I thought you wanted this job. You were excited about it when I first told you about it, so why are you acting like this? What's going on?" 
 
    She looked away. "I was excited about it, but ..." 
 
    "If there's something that you don't like, we can work on it. You know I'm here for you, right? That we can talk about anything?" 
 
    Laurel locked her jaw. "Yes," she said, even as she thought that talking about her sleeping with one of his best friends definitely wasn't a topic either of them wanted to have. Ever. 
 
    "Then come back to work, and we'll figure this out. Michael needs you—" 
 
    "No, he doesn't!" Laurel said, her voice rising to something near-hysterical in an instant. "Just insinuating that he needs or wants anyone's help is insulting for everyone involved. He doesn't care about anyone or anything but his work, and he'd just rather do it all on his own." 
 
    "I know Michael can be difficult, but you already expected that when you agreed to work in his department." But even as Troy said that, he was pressing a hand to his brow. "What did he do? I thought things were good between you two. He said he was happy with your work." 
 
    Laurel couldn't help but laugh. "And when did he say that?" 
 
    "Just the other day." Troy made a face but didn't say anything else. 
 
    "This is really more about what Michael hasn't done wrong, you know," Laurel said, finally letting the full weight of her annoyance out. "He completely stopped responding to my emails and texts, including important stuff related to work. Any time I attempted to approach him in person or in his office, he took the first excuse to leave. I don't even know if his schedule is right anymore, because I suspect he's made his own personal calendar that he's maintaining independently of my work for him." 
 
    Laurel started pacing, and Troy crossed his arms, waiting. She was far from done, and as she recited all her complaints about her work and about Michael, magic started flooding through her. Her dragon woke up, sending shocks of electrical fire through her body, each complaint setting her more ablaze. 
 
    "Michael has a huge backlog of artifacts for his inspection—ones that are far beyond my expertise, and though I'd love to dig deeper in the archives and figure out what each of them is, I simply don't have the time because he's just ordering more and more, probably with the explicit purpose of overwhelming me. Well, congratulations, Michael, you got what you wanted! I'm gone!" She flung her arms up in the air in an exaggerated motion, but her energy and anger were already starting to dwindle. 
 
    It was easy to be angry, because it wasn't how she really fell. In the grand scheme of things, she didn't really care about any of those things. Michael could be the most difficult person on the planet to work for, and she'd take it all in stride so long as she got to work a job that she otherwise loved. 
 
    The anger and hurt swelled in her chest until it pushed against the last of her inner barriers, and Laurel began to crack inside. "Ever since we—we ... all because I ..." 
 
    Laurel couldn't stop the flow of tears. They collected individually in her eyes at first, and they increased until she couldn't see anything more than a blur. The wavering in her breath stole her words right out of her mouth, and she couldn't finish it: admitting that things had changed, for better and worse, since she'd slept with him. 
 
    Troy placed a hand on her shoulder, and she realized that she was slumped against the counter. There was this massive, gaping hole where her heart should have been. She'd never even consciously given it to Michael, but he'd taken it anyway. And proceeded to crush it. 
 
    "It's okay, Laurel," Troy said. He rubbed his hand in slow, circular motions on her back, just like how their mother did when they were children. "You can tell me what happened." 
 
    Laurel cried, letting it all out in a suffocating wave of emotion. Magic reverberated around her, and in her haze of overwhelm, she was surprised that it wasn't affecting Troy. They'd never been immune to each other's magic. After what felt like a long time, Laurel got herself under enough control to talk again, but only because a subtle numbness was starting to wash over her, and slowly, she started to not care anymore. 
 
    That was what she tried to tell herself, at least. But the tears still came, and the emptiness remained. 
 
    "It just happened," Laurel said. She still had enough pride to be embarrassed. She had no idea how much she should tell Troy. 
 
    "What did?" Troy said. 
 
    Laurel shrugged, noncommittal, trying to act like this wasn't a big deal. As if the extent of her reaction didn't tell the exact opposite story. 
 
    "Laurel. We can't fix this if you don't talk." 
 
    "There's nothing to fix, Troy. Michael and I slept together. There. Aren't you so happy that you know the truth now?" 
 
    To his credit, Troy didn't look mad. But he did give a skeptical look, something that Laurel saw as mildly disapproving. 
 
    "Oh, don't look at me like that. What did you expect to happen when you put us together like that?" 
 
    "I'm not sure what you're talking about," Troy said, speaking a little too quickly. 
 
    "I've been in love with the idiot ever since I was a kid. And he's still just as blind as he was back then," she said angrily, as if this should have been obvious to anyone who looked at her. Wasn't it? She couldn't count how many times she'd looked at him throughout the years, willing her eyes to show the extent of how much she cared about him. Maybe he just didn't see because he really didn't return the same feelings at all. 
 
    "Shit," Troy said at last. This time, he covered his face completely, dragging his fingers down his cheeks and releasing an exasperated breath. "I'm sorry, Laurel. I didn't know. This really is my fault, isn't it?" 
 
    "Yeah, it is." She snatched the yogurt and muffin. "So, I think I deserve this stupid muffin." 
 
    She bit into it too aggressively, and a clump of it fell onto the floor, abandoned. 
 
    "I mean ... Laurel, I used my magic on you both, because I thought you two wouldn't cooperate otherwise. I just used a little to help you over the initial hurdle. I figured that once Michael saw how good at your job you are—" 
 
    "You what?" 
 
    Troy gave a sheepish smile, an expression that made him boyish and innocent, even when he was the exact opposite. "Yeah ... I thought it would be good for both of you. I didn't think it would lead to something like this." 
 
    Troy's magic was the opposite of Laurel's; while she pulled people apart, often in explosions of emotion, and ultimately revealed their truths and passions, Troy allowed people (and, strangely, magical objects) to achieve harmony and cohesion against all odds. He'd tried to use his magic to erase the confusing history that already existed between Laurel and Michael to create a clean slate, but it'd failed utterly. 
 
    She'd become obsessed, and Michael even more distant. Was what they had even repairable under those circumstances? 
 
    Even considering how much Michael had hurt her, she couldn't ignore how she still wanted him. Just the thought of him set her heart racing with longing. She craved the feel of him inside her, his arms around her, his kiss. The sound of his voice and his quiet murmurs in her ear. Would she ever have that again? 
 
    "I'm sorry, Laurel," Troy said. "I didn't mean for this at all." 
 
    After a while, she sighed. "So you're not mad?" 
 
    "Mad? Of course not. You might be my little sister, but you're a grown woman. And Michael's as good as they come; I'd throw down my life for the guy, and I know he'd do the same for me, you, or anyone at InnoCell, really. It's just hard to know what's going on in his head. Do you want me to talk to him?" 
 
    "What? No!" Laurel said, even while she screamed yes! inside. 
 
    She needed to know what he was thinking, why he'd done what he did. Even if it was just for closure, to know for sure that nothing would have worked between them. But it warmed her heart a little to know that Troy would have approved of her and Michael being together, even while it made her long for him even more. She'd never really sought Troy's approval for anything in her life, but since Michael was one of his friends, and she looked up to Troy, this was important to her. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Troy said. He looked pretty worried, still. "Michael isn't usually the kind of guy to sleep with someone just because he can. If he's hurt you like this, I want to believe that he thought he was doing it for a good reason. Or that there's some kind of miscommunication." 
 
    Laurel closed her eyes, biting into her muffin again to avoid responding to Troy just yet. She also wanted to believe that it was some kind of miscommunication, that there was still a chance for them. But could she stand to give herself that kind of hope again? She might not survive the aftermath if she put herself out there again, only for him to turn her down again. 
 
    "There's no point," Laurel said. "He'll just deny it. You know what he's like." 
 
    "Yeah. Is there anything else I can do? I hate to see you like this. Let me put you in as sick for the next week, too, just to give you more time to decide what you're going to do now." 
 
    Laurel would do anything for the feel of Michael's lips on hers again, though. Ever since their argument right after she started working for him, she'd never been able to forget the ghostly feel of him, the slowing time while they kissed, the whole world on pause just for the two of them. She'd worked her magic on him then, if accidentally. 
 
    And she knew that, because of how her magic worked, that he wouldn't have kissed her if he hadn't really wanted to, somewhere deep down. Neither she nor Troy wanted to believe that he would sleep with her and leave it at that. The hollowness inside her, the agitation of her dragon, and her overall longing for Michael, refused to let her believe that it was impossible. The alternative was just too dire. 
 
    "Thank you for everything, Troy," Laurel said slowly, as if she was finally starting to come out of a month-long hibernation. "But this is something I need to figure out on my own." 
 
    As she said the words, a plan was already starting to form in her mind. Michael might be content to push Laurel aside, to leave her to miss him every moment that they were apart. But Laurel wasn't going to give up so easily. She was going to fight for him, and finally, whether he liked it or not, she'd make him give her the answers she needed. 
 
    Her heart squeezed. She just hoped they were the answer she needed to hear. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Michael 
 
      
 
    Michael hauled two more artifact cases into the armored truck as Evan and Liam entered the loading bay. 
 
    "Is that the last of them?" Liam said. 
 
    "They're all in there," Michael said, "including the Charger." 
 
    Michael sealed the doors shut with both the truck's complicated mechanical bolts and several layers of magical protection. Once he was done setting it up, Liam came to double-check his work. They could never be too careful when it came to securing, storing, and transporting magical artifacts, especially ones as powerful as these. Or ones as dangerous as the Charger. 
 
    "I'm sorry to see that one go," Troy said. "We could have found other uses for it." 
 
    Every now and then, InnoCell received artifacts that were too powerful to keep in circulation. Either because their power could be abused, or could cause mass destruction, and InnoCell had no safer uses for them. So, for artifacts like that, InnoCell had a secret vault to make sure they didn't fall into the wrong hands. Michael was always disappointed when they had a haul that would probably get locked away for decades, if not centuries, without ever being used again ... but it was just another one of the many things they did for the greater good, especially when organizations like Claws were all too eager to take what power they could and abuse it in every conceivable way. 
 
    "It's just safer to take no chances," Liam said. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Charger fell into that category. And it was the whole reason they were shipping it off tonight instead of waiting longer. They couldn't let Claws get their hands on it again. 
 
    "I know," Troy said. 
 
    "We'll find something else, just give it time," Michael said. He thought of the possibility he'd discovered the other day—of duplicating the effects of artifacts without necessarily copying the artifact itself. "We might find ways to utilize it in safer ways in the future. What matters now is just storing it where no one else can find it." 
 
    Though Michael had ignored all of Laurel's texts and emails, just because it hurt too much to think about her, let alone talk to her, he hadn't missed how she said she received an email about another party interested in the gauntlet. If someone knew they had it, it was very possible that Claws knew, too. Or they would soon. In a few months, or more likely a few years, they might start fixating on something else, and it'd be safe to bring the Charger back out to experiment with. 
 
    The thought of Laurel sent jagged spikes of pain through Michael's chest, and he pressed his hand to his heart as if to stifle the pain before it took over. Why had he done this to himself? Laurel had become—in some way that he didn't understand— a part of him. Yet he'd cut her off, removed her, pretended he didn't care. He was just lying to himself. 
 
    And in the last two days, where she'd been gone, and the last time he saw her, it looked like she'd been crying ... he knew this was all his fault. She was gone because of him, left without a single word. He didn't even have the right to be worried, and yet he was. He didn't realize how much he missed her random texts until they were gone. 
 
    He just wanted to know that she was okay, but he knew that it wouldn't come. Michael had made his decision, and now he needed to live with it. 
 
    He willed thoughts of Laurel away, letting his breathing even out again. When he finally got himself under control, and his breathing returned to normal, he turned to face the others. 
 
    It was like he'd summoned Laurel instead of putting her away. She stood there, just across the room, staring directly at him. 
 
    She looked more beautiful than ever. Her blonde curls cascaded over her shoulders in perfect ringlets, framing her black vest and skinny jeans. Her lips were painted a deep gold. Michael wanted to pull her close, to kiss her right there, to show her how sorry he was in ways that he couldn't explain in words. But there was something hidden in her gold-brown eyes—which were framed with splashes of gold and black—that made him pause. Something haunted and distant. 
 
    It wasn't just the eyes that made her seem different than usual—she looked dangerous. She must know what they were doing here today, where they were going. But instead of stating his opposition aloud, the sight of her took his breath away. All functions in Michael's body ceased, vital or not. He couldn't think or feel. She was just there, impossibly, when she shouldn't have been. 
 
    "Hi, guys," Laurel waved, diverting her attention from Michael and to Troy, Evan, and Liam instead. Their conversation stopped abruptly when she joined them near one of the dummy trucks. 
 
    "Oh, hi, Laurel," Evan said. "Wasn't expecting to see you down here." 
 
    The sounds of their voices woke Michael from his daze, like he had been sleeping his whole life, or trapped in a dark cave, and he was just now seeing the beauty of the sun for the first time. Somehow, he managed to keep himself from leaping toward her, but as she stepped closer, approaching the others, not him, her mere presence began melting the fake layer of ice that Michael worked so hard to keep up. 
 
    She gave a smile, one that Michael knew well enough to realize she was up to something. "I'm coming with you to deliver the artifacts to the vault." 
 
    "No, you're not," Michael and Troy both said at the same time. They shared a look, and there was something that flashed on Troy's expression, but Michael wasn't sure what it meant. 
 
    Troy crossed his arms and addressed Laurel head-on. "It's dangerous, and it's against policy to reveal the location to anyone outside of management." 
 
    Laurel made a sound of disinterest. "I guess you'll have to make an exception," she said. "Family business, right? I'm just as strong in my dragon form as any of you. I can help and take care of myself if anything happens." 
 
    Michael stared at the back of Troy's head, anxious to know what his response would be. It was true that Laurel could handle herself, but she still wasn't supposed to be there, and she definitely wasn't supposed to come with them. What was she trying to accomplish? Did it have something to do with him? He wasn't sure whether to be worried or glad. 
 
    "Fine," Troy relented, and he cast a glance, for some reason, at Michael. "You can come." 
 
    Did he know about Michael and Laurel? Michael felt like he was missing some bit of key information, and he didn't like being in the dark. He needed to know what to expect. But, ultimately, his protectiveness of Laurel won out over anything else. If Troy was going to let Laurel risk herself on this trip, then Michael was going to be the one to make sure she stayed safe, whether she liked it or not. 
 
    "If Laurel is coming, then she rides with me," Michael said. He left no room for argument, and neither Laurel nor Troy offered further resistance. 
 
    They were taking two vehicles with them. A dummy, meant only to offer extra protection, and the real truck carrying the artifacts. Michael had intended to ride with the artifacts, but if Laurel was coming, the two of them would take the dummy. 
 
    He looked at her again, and she met his gaze. She actually lifted her chin in a show of defiance, but when Michael indicated to their ride, she slid into the passenger seat without complaint. She dropped a bag at her feet and stared out the windshield, making no effort to talk or show any sign of interest in him. And yet it was evident in her body language anyway: She was playing with the hem of her vest and seemed to be making a conscious effort to lean away from him as if she were pushing against a gravitational pull. The same one that Michael fought against every time he saw her. 
 
    Michael swallowed, desperate to fill the silence, and yet completely uncertain how. 
 
    A few minutes later, they were leaving InnoCell, off onto the open road with the other truck leading the way. The steady noise of the city rumbled through the truck. As Michael drove, he was tempted several times to look over at Laurel, but he resisted. 
 
    He couldn't stand the silence, though. "Troy said you were sick," Michael said after a while. 
 
    "I am," she said, very matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Then you shouldn't—" 
 
    "Sick of you," she finished. She said the words with such conviction that Michael almost believed her, but something fundamental inside him prevented him from taking her words at face value. Maybe it was how his dragon became extra irritable at the remark, urging Michael's layer of ice to start reforming. He resisted and pushed back. 
 
    "Maybe it's time that we talked," Michael said carefully. 
 
    "Talk?" Laurel scoffed. "I've been trying to get you to talk to me for over a week. Aren't we past that?" 
 
    Michael, for a second, allowed his gaze to flicker away from the road and at Laurel's face. She looked serious but didn't seem quite as upset as she indicated with her words. Her lips were pursed neutrally like she was reciting something memorized that she wasn't wholly into with all of her emotions. He redirected his attention to the road. 
 
    "It's never too late to talk," he said. 
 
    He expected her to respond to that with something disgruntled, but she didn't. She just stared out of the passenger window. They were almost out of the city now, driving north, where they'd eventually split off from the highway and into the forest, where InnoCell had a magically hidden and protected bunker with dedicated security. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Laurel." He managed a laugh, despite himself. "I feel like I'm saying that every time I see you, but it's true. I'll probably be apologizing to you for the rest of our lives, but I hope that, at least, I'll learn to stop making the same mistakes. I'm not good at ... things like this." 
 
    Laurel laughed, too. "Yeah, no shit." 
 
    "I never meant to hurt you, not ever. Back in the meadow ... that wasn't meant to happen. I'd planned things to go very different between us. And when we were together, it changed everything for me." 
 
    Michael wasn't exactly sure what to say after that. He hadn't planned on having this conversation with Laurel at all; he'd been expecting to not see her again for a long time, probably after they'd both cooled down. Seeing her today wasn't something he would have anticipated in a hundred years. Everything he said was improvised in the moment, coming out because he needed to say it, not because he was prepared. 
 
    "Like at my 21st birthday party," she said helpfully. 
 
    "Yes. Like that, but ... more intense, if that makes sense." 
 
    She nodded. "I think I understand. I felt that, too, you know." 
 
    Michael's gaze snapped to hers. That wasn't what he expected to hear, either. "Really?" 
 
    "You've never given me enough credit, Michael." 
 
    He closed his eyes, just for a brief moment, as a surge of regret overwhelmed him. "I really didn't want things to end up like this. I wanted ..." 
 
    "You wanted what?" 
 
    There was a twinge of hope in her voice, and Michael latched onto it, but it wasn't enough for him to just confess how he was feeling. How did he articulate how he felt about her—how badly he wanted to be with her, how it hurt him when he hurt her or even when they were simply separated? Wasn't he crazy to feel this way? Even with this opportunity to explain everything to her here, he wasn't sure how. The words wouldn't come. 
 
    He'd never been good at conversations like these. Or conversations in general. He was much better at ... doing. Maybe a kiss was all he needed to convince her of his truth, but now wasn't the time. Last time, doing had just led to more confusion. 
 
    Before he could figure out what to say, the mini convoy had split off from the highway and was driving deeper into the thickening woods. The road they were on turned into a dirt trail, and then the trail disappeared almost completely. They drove around trees in a pattern that would seem random to anyone who didn't know better. 
 
    "I've played over that day in the meadow in my head a hundred times since it happened," Laurel said. 
 
    Michael's eyes flicked to hers again, but she was wearing an emotionless mask. But she wouldn't have admitted that if it didn't mean something, right? And yet she didn't explain what she meant. 
 
    "Do you think it was a mistake?" she added after a pause. 
 
    Another jagged spike through his chest. When it came to Laurel, none of the time he spent with her was a mistake. And he hated that he'd done anything to make her think otherwise. 
 
    "Laurel, I—" 
 
    The absence of sound interrupted Michael. A white flash at the back of the truck in front of them, the deepening shadows in the blue eucalyptus trees to their sides. 
 
    He had only a split-second to slam on the breaks and trigger his magic. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath, spreading a circle of slowed time around the vehicle and as deep into the trees as possible. A layer of ice crusted over Michael's fingers and over the steering wheel. Mist drifted from the ice as it expanded further, and Michael's fingers trembled from the sudden drop in temperature. But his immediate thoughts weren't for himself but for Laurel. 
 
    Deep inside him, the primal force that made him who he was rushed forward with the force of a blizzard. Michael roared as he lunged to the side, silvery-white scales spreading across his body, bones shifting and enlarging, mutilating the shape of the vehicle as he grew into his dragon form. He covered Laurel's body with his, wrapping her between his legs and beneath his wings, just as he couldn't hold his breath any longer. 
 
    He released his hold on time, and the world exploded in a blast of white and orange. 
 
    A shuddering explosion rocked the vehicle, and metal and mechanical parts flew everywhere. Laurel screamed, but Michael held her closer, shielding her with the chilly protection of his armored scales as the vehicle disintegrated into a burning husk of metal, and they were thrown into the trees. They rolled together down a slight hill, getting caught on tree branches that crumpled under the weight of Michael's dragon form. 
 
    He held on to Laurel with all his might, even while afraid of squishing her. 
 
    Finally, they stopped rolling, but Michael was still dazed from the explosion. His tail whipped through the trees, crushing another poor trunk in his attempt to reorient himself. What was happening? 
 
    They were a little ways from the initial explosion, but Michael's enhanced senses caught the sounds of battle just over the ridge. Someone else had transformed into their dragon form, too, perhaps more than one, considering the sound of large, leathery wings ahead. Had there been an ambush? 
 
    It didn't matter, not yet. He carefully unwrapped himself from the protective case he'd formed around Laurel. She, too, was dazed when he finally released her, and there was a scrape on her forehead, but she looked otherwise uninjured. She stumbled away from him, looking around, confused, before settling her gaze on him. 
 
    Her eyes widened. "Michael, your leg." 
 
    He looked down to examine his front leg, where the white scales were painted with splotches of crimson. He hadn't even felt it, but now, doing a quick intuition check of his whole body, the explosion and breaking through the metal chassis of the truck had done a number on his body. But he'd survive. 
 
    If Laurel was okay, he needed to check on the others. He indicated to her that she needed to stay here where it was safe so he could join the fight. 
 
    "No, I'm coming with you," she said. "I can help." 
 
    He knew she could, but his chest rumbled with a low roar. He wanted to protect her, to keep her safe no matter what, and her staying out of the fight completely would be the easiest way to accomplish that. Now wasn't the time for them to be disputing this. 
 
    A whoosh of air sounded nearby, and then the trees were engulfed in flames. Orange tendrils licked the dry grass, spreading into an instant wildfire. This wasn't just any ambush, but a magical one. Maybe Laurel would be safer in her dragon form after all. He signaled his assent, and Laurel raised her arms as she called to her dragon self. Dull silver-gold scales curled around her body, tearing away her clothes as she shifted and grew. She didn't quite match his size, but she matched his strength. 
 
    They loped through the underbrush together, toward the heart of the battle. Michael slowed time in brief snatches as they ran, extinguishing the fire where he could. When they spotted the ruptured remains of the dummy vehicle, that was when he assessed the true extent of the disaster they'd walked into. 
 
    The magical barriers had left the primary vehicle mostly intact, at least. But in the small clearing nearby, five dragons were fighting. Troy was the brilliant gold dragon with a spiked tail shaped like a thunderbolt; Evan was the one that was deep, earthen brown with patches of moss on his back and twisting horns that looked like tree branches; and Liam was the dark purple dragon, a shade so deep that he almost looked black. Opposite of them were two orangey-red dragons, the ones who had set the forest on fire. 
 
    Michael watched Troy lift his wings, flapping them in long, forceful bursts, and he generated enough force to snap the atmosphere and send bolts of lightning spiraling at the red dragons. But before Michael saw what happened next, two more dragons appeared, even closer than the other ensuing battle, and they were headed straight for Michael and Laurel. 
 
    He sucked in another breath as the first dragon lunged, giving him time to analyze the situation further before acting. The first dragon was a burnt orange, a color he'd never seen before; he didn't know what abilities it might have. The second was a deep blue, a water dragon of some sort, and not a natural counter to Michael's ice. It was the unknown dragon that would be a problem for him, then. Laurel should be able to handle the water dragon with her thunder. 
 
    In the remaining seconds of the slowed time, Michael kicked off to the side of the bigger dragon, gliding and landing in the dirt and snapping at its wing. Time moved at normal speed again, but the dragon couldn't react fast enough to Michael's new position, and his fangs dug deep into the dragon's wings. It shrieked and whipped around, its tail swinging in Laurel's direction, but she jumped, summoning bolts of ricocheting electricity to attack the two dragons. 
 
    She managed to stun the burnt-orange dragon, and Michael attacked again, this time snapping at the dragon's throat. His massive teeth snapped shut just short of the dragon's throat. It twisted out of the way, gaining enough space to spin its spiked tail at Michael's side. It connected in a tender location, courtesy of the explosion, and he tumbled away from the dragon. 
 
    Next to him, Laurel and the water dragon were duking it out, but the water dragon was too afraid to get too close. She had it pinned in the grass with a constant barrage of electricity, and, finally, she knocked the dragon out completely. It started to transform back into a human, revealing a young woman, who lay in the burnt grass. 
 
    In his moment of distraction, the burnt-orange dragon took the opportunity to lunge at Laurel. Michael reacted quickly enough to catch its hind leg in his teeth, dragging it mid-leap and tossing it back to the ground. It rolled in the grass, hissing, and Michael jumped on it, clawing at its wings and vulnerable chest. 
 
    That was when it used its magic. 
 
    Michael didn't notice at first, the absence of sound, or the white glow in the back of his senses. But while he was clawing at the dragon, finally defeating it and sending it scampering back into the trees, Michael finally noticed the flickering dot just next to Laurel. 
 
    "No!" he roared, sucking in a panicked, shuttering breath, one that was so clumsy that it didn't quite slow down time. He kicked into the air, just enough to ram into Laurel before the white dot exploded, and air and fire shuddered around him, shredding through his wings and scales and bones, knocking him and Laurel into the dirt. 
 
    When Michael completely let go of time again, he knew Laurel was safe. He felt her trembling body beneath him, her steady intake of breath. But this time, Michael didn't make it out of the battle unscathed. 
 
    As the world went black around him, and he slipped out of his dragon form and back into a human, all he could think about was how glad he was that Laurel was safe, and how much he regretted not finding it in him to tell her the whole truth of how he felt. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Laurel 
 
      
 
    After a dazed day of sleep and recovery, Laurel spent the next two days calling and rescheduling Michael's appointments for the next two weeks. According to Troy and Liam, she was only permitted to say that a dear family member had taken a sudden downturn in health and that he had to leave at a moment's notice to be at their side for an indefinite amount of time. Everyone was understanding, of course, but every time Laurel spoke the words, she felt like she was slowly indoctrinating herself into the very same lie, even when she bore the physical memory of the attack. 
 
    Since she was a dragon shifter, as were Michael and the others, they were immortal. Although that didn't necessarily mean nothing could kill them, it took a lot to do so, not just simple magic or mundane weapons. So the chances of anyone being in mortal danger from this were slim to none. But Laurel had taken only the weakest part of the explosion that knocked her out, and Michael had taken the brunt of it. She hadn't seen him since. 
 
    Laurel didn't remember much about the attack. Even the details from before the fighting started were all fuzzy and distorted, and everything was replaced by her experience of chaos and fire. She remembered brief flashes of her conversation with Michael. She closed her eyes at that, trying to retie the fragments of her memories together, to remember exactly what they'd been talking about. 
 
    She'd gone on the trip to try and show him that he kept underestimating her, right? And she'd felt like, just before the explosion ... she'd been so close to convincing him. 
 
    Why had they been attacked? What had really happened? Troy, Evan, and Liam all left the fight relatively intact, enough to fight off the remaining dragons, rescue Michael and Laurel, and bring them to safety before finishing the delivery. Nothing had been lost except some mundane equipment, a few trees, and Laurel's memories. 
 
    That was a relief, at least, but she hadn't seen Michael since. She'd texted him a few times, hesitant to call because she didn't know his status. Was he still in a healing stupor? Was he asleep? But as the days passed, she became more frustrated and worried. He was ignoring her again, just like before. That was what she told herself, at least, because it was easier to believe that he ignored her because he didn't want to talk rather than because he was hurt so badly that he couldn't. 
 
    When she was finally done rescheduling Michael's calendar, Laurel had little else to do. Work on any artifacts had been suspended while the department rerouted its focus in Michael's absence: that was, working with Liam's security team to ensure that no one on-site was responsible for accidentally revealing the location of the vault or InnoCell's intention to relocate the Charger, which, as it turned out, was probably the point of the attack. 
 
    Laurel figured that, through no help of Troy and the others, the Claws organization was responsible for the attempted thievery. Her mind kept going back to the email she'd received where someone offered to buy the Charger and how maybe it was all her fault. Maybe if she'd deflected the question until the Charger was put away safely, this wouldn't have happened. She could have avoided this whole disaster. 
 
    And now she had no idea when she'd see Michael again, if ever at all. 
 
    She'd sent herself right back to square one, and she was lost ... she knew in her heart of hearts that she'd been so close to fixing everything: to having him again, to feeling whole, to moving forward into a world where she still had Michael in it. Yet in the blink of an eye, that'd all been taken away from her again. 
 
    In those next few hours, where Laurel was trapped at InnoCell because Troy wouldn't let her leave until they better understood the extent of the threat, she felt like she was going to go mad. She paced through the chaotic halls of the Magical Acquisitions Department, staring through the glass walls of her prison, unsure what to do or how she'd dig herself out of yet another mess. 
 
    She felt herself beginning to spiral again. She'd played the last of her cards, trying to win Michael back, and it'd all gone south. She'd put literally everything into that hand, fiercely believing that she would get something out of it, no matter what. Of course, she hadn't accounted for Claws showing up in brutal force and inadvertently sabotaging her love life. 
 
    Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw the glow of white light. She screamed at herself to move, now, in the aftermath, realizing what danger it posed. But she never moved. It was always Michael and his look of utter terror as he leaped to her defense, for the third time. He'd always been there to protect her, no matter the circumstances. 
 
    Knowing that, she had more and more trouble believing that Michael was ignoring her on purpose. 
 
    Laurel didn't let herself spiral into that darkness inside her, the darkness that kept her trapped in her blankets for three days whenever something went drastically wrong. She'd started fighting for Michael, and she wasn't going to give up here. This was just a bump in the road. It didn't mean the road couldn't still be repaired or lead to her intended destination. And so, she began to plan part two of her operation to get the truth out of Michael. 
 
    She waltzed into Troy's office fifteen minutes later. 
 
    Thankfully, she'd caught him alone, though he was on the phone. She'd scarcely seen him alone over the days since the attack. He'd only left her side when absolutely necessary, and he always had at least two of Liam's operatives shadowing her at all times ... even though she was trapped in the InnoCell building. 
 
    He lifted his head in acknowledgement when she arrived, but he didn't address her right away. "Thank you, Mr. Carlston," he said into the phone. "We'll be talking again very soon." When he finally hung up, he folded his hands on his desk and looked straight into Laurel's eyes. There was a hint of exhaustion in his eyes, which he attempted to hide with a strong front. "Are you okay, Laurel? Has something happened?" 
 
    "I'm fine," she promised, even though it was only partially true. She still felt like she was missing half of herself. "But it's been three days since Claws attacked, and you still haven't told me what's going on. Michael is my boss, Troy. I need to be kept up to date, or I can't do my job properly." 
 
    "How did you know it was Claws?" he said, sounding a little upset. "Did one of the others tell you? I told them not to involve—" 
 
    "I figured it out on my own; I'm not stupid. The Charger was somehow related to the Claws, and they wanted it back. Right?" 
 
    "I'm sorry." Troy sighed and spun around once in his chair. "I should know better. You're the one who found the connection in the first place—even Michael missed it before." 
 
    Laurel crossed her arms. "So, are you going to tell me what's happening?" 
 
    "There's not much to tell. We really don't know much more than we did before—the attack, it was unprecedented. We've had plenty of issues with Claws in the past, but nothing like this. It's all been stealth and sabotage, never a brute-force attack. Had we any humans with us, they would have died. That's a fact. Thankfully, we know better than to let anyone too fragile come with us." 
 
    "They're becoming desperate, then. They're willing to go to extreme lengths to get the Charger, or, at least, to keep InnoCell from having it," Laurel said. "Why?" 
 
    "That's anyone's guess," Troy said. "They didn't give any clues during their attack—they didn't even talk. Liam will keep looking into it, and we're proceeding with an internal investigation and reform in the meantime. It'll give Richter something to do, at least. There's not much else we can do until we have more information, and it's not your responsibility to worry about it." 
 
    Laurel breathed deeply. They really knew nothing, but she trusted that her brother and the others could figure it out. This was their livelihood and their work, and she trusted them to get to the bottom of it, even if she was feeling anxious about it all right now. What mattered the most, right now, was that everyone was safe. 
 
    "I'll try not to worry about it, then," she said. "But what about Michael?" 
 
    "What about him?" Troy said. He wore a carefully constructed mask, one that he always wore when he was trying to keep something important from her. 
 
    "What do you mean, 'what about him'? He's my boss, and I have no idea where he is, or what he's doing, or if he's even alive after the attack?" Laurel's words became more emotional as they tumbled out of her mouth, growing more jumbled and confusing. "You know that he saved my life, right?" Her voice cracked. 
 
    "You shouldn't have been there," Troy said. "I told you it was dangerous." 
 
    "I handled myself fine. And that's not the point of this discussion. I want to know what's going on with Michael. Is he still hurt? Why won't you tell me?" 
 
    Troy's expression softened, as if he was just remembering all that had happened so far between Laurel and Michael. "Laurel, we're immortal. An explosion like that, although painful, hasn't put him in any serious risk." 
 
    Laurel relaxed a little. "So, he's safe and recovered?" 
 
    "He should be fully healed by now, yes. But the incident shook him; that's why he's taking some time away." 
 
    This information took a few moments to sink in. At first, she felt relief knowing that Michael was okay, that he hadn't somehow sustained any permanent injuries. But it also brought her back into focus, to the reality of the matter: he was, after all, still ignoring her. 
 
    "No. You're lying," Laurel said. Her first reaction was denial; this couldn't be happening all over again. 
 
    Was he angry that he'd gotten hurt because of her? Did he think she'd cause nothing but trouble, and didn't he want to see her again? The swirl of questions was too much for her to handle, and she stumbled into the leather chair in front of Troy's desk. 
 
    Troy's brow furrowed. "I thought you would be happy to know that he's okay." 
 
    "Of course I am. But he's still not talking to me. Ever since the attack, he's been completely silent. I've called and texted him and nothing." Laurel's voice was becoming frantic again, even though she tried to swallow her fear. "It's just like before, Troy. It's happening all over again, and I can't—" 
 
    "Just give him time, Laurel," Troy said, interrupting her rant. 
 
    She paused and re-examined her brother from a new perspective. There was that hint of exhaustion in his eyes, but also a subtle hint of resignation.  
 
    "You knew," she whispered. "You knew this was going to happen, that he was planning on avoiding me again." 
 
    "He doesn't want to see or talk to you, Laurel." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "How should I know? Michael has always been like this. I don't try to understand him anymore; I just accept who he is and roll with it. Things are less complicated that way, and it has worked for both of us so far," Troy said. "I'm sorry, Laurel. I really am. I didn't want you to get caught up in anything like this." 
 
    A coldness washed through Laurel, and the void inside her that she always felt in Michael's absence began to grow, slowly taking over the rest of her. Her lips quivered, and she tried to push it back, to not let it all consume her, but she wasn't sure that she could. She needed Michael. She wouldn't settle for anything less than closure, at least. Why wouldn't he at least give that to her? 
 
    "How long for?" Laurel whispered. "How long is he going to be gone?" 
 
    Troy sighed and steepled his fingers. "He threatened to leave the company if Danny didn't grant him an indefinite leave. He'll be gone for a while, at least, and will be working remotely until further notice. Months, at least, we expect. Maybe years. I really don't know." 
 
    Laurel stood. "All because of this? To avoid me again? No. I won't have it. I won't let him do this. It's not just me that he's hurting this time." 
 
    "Laurel, he's not in the building. You can't—" 
 
    "You're really going to stop me from leaving and convincing your fool of a manager from acting like he's a teenager in high school, dropping classes because he doesn't want to be in the same room as someone he hates? We're adults now, Troy, and Michael needs to know that. I'm leaving the InnoCell Headquarters, and there's nothing you can do to stop me. I will go all dragon on your ass if you even try, and I don't think you want to deal with that clean-up, too." 
 
    A dark shadow appeared over Troy's face. He was silent as the weight of her declaration settled in. "Fine, you can go. But I'm sending Liam's—" 
 
    "I'm going to Michael's place, not home. I don't need your babysitters. Once I've given him a piece of my mind, I'll be right back." A little lighter in tone, she added, "I promise." 
 
    "Very well, do what you must. But Laurel ... when you come back, don't try to tell me I didn't warn you." 
 
    Laurel stormed out of the office, not taking a moment to realize how ominous that statement truly was. She was too focused on figuring out what in the world she'd have to say to Michael to convince him that he was going to far too extreme measures just to escape her. 
 
    And what she'd have to say to convince him that he didn't need to do that at all. That she needed him in ways she couldn't describe. 
 
    Her dragon roused inside her, still exhausted from the fight, but just as determined as her to show Michael that he was making a mistake. And yet, Laurel still couldn't shake the fear that Michael believed the opposite: that sleeping with her had been a mistake. 
 
    As she left InnoCell and started driving to his place—the address which she'd pulled from the files she had access to as his assistant—she clung to all the evidence he'd provided to prove the contrary and let her heart guide her to him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – Michael 
 
      
 
    Michael's house was one of the largest properties in Blackfall, located on the northern edge of the city limits where there were few people and even fewer other houses. He owned and had fenced off over a thousand acres of land around his home, complete with wards to dissuade intruders, both intentional and accidental. 
 
    It was a small but private paradise, fitted with all modern pleasures that Michael could ever require. Now, he leaned over the office balcony of his three-story home, staring out at the fluttering leaves of the blue eucalyptus in the distance. The view reminded him of his time in the secret meadow with Laurel, and he sighed deeply. 
 
    Although Michael had requested at least two weeks where he could recover from the shock of the attack, both physically and mentally, he was back to normal within two days of waking up. It wasn't the aftermath of the fight that convinced him that he needed to distance himself from his work; in fact, dealing with Claws first-hand for the first time made him more enthusiastic about his work, not less so. It gave him a grounded purpose and hard facts as to why his work was important: he needed to keep more dangerous artifacts from falling into the hands of the Claws organization. 
 
    The real reason he stayed home, then, despite his growing restlessness, was because of Laurel. 
 
    There had always been something between them—he saw it now, as clear, obvious, and steady as the afternoon sun in the sky. It had just always been a fact of life for him and Laurel, so obvious that they'd both ended up missing it completely. It was so obvious, in fact, that it terrified him as much as it thrilled him. 
 
    He was almost ashamed of himself for leaning into his fear instead of his desire for Laurel. His dragon wasn't impressed at the continued separation, either. But Michael still thought it was for the best—even if it physically hurt knowing the truth of what he felt for her—to keep his distance from her. If anything, the Claws attack was proof that their being together would be too dangerous. She'd already experienced harm because of him, and he wouldn't let it happen again. 
 
    Because Michael knew, now, that he loved Laurel. That was the warm, bubbly feeling that he felt when she was near, the piercing fear he'd felt during the Claws attack, the longing he felt for her every moment of every day. Not only did he love her more than himself or anything else in the world ... she was his mate. 
 
    Michael could come to no other conclusion. 
 
    She was his mate, the missing half of his soul, and he couldn't have her, no matter how badly he wanted her. If he had to leave America just to stay away from her and never hurt her again, he'd do it without a second thought. Because losing her completely would be far worse than staying separated from her. If only it had to be like this; sudden, without explanation. 
 
    He hated to do this to her again. 
 
    Maybe his dragon hated him more. 
 
    Just thinking of her shot shards of icy magic through his body, the dragon's form of self-inflicted pain meant to show its disapproval over Michael's decisions. But Michael didn't know what else to do; was it even possible to have Laurel and not put her in harm's way again? What she needed was to leave Blackfall and InnoCell completely, pursuing a completely different life, separate from the magical community altogether. He just hoped she'd do it instead of making this more difficult for them both. Knowing Laurel, though, that was wishful thinking. 
 
    Michael picked himself off the balcony and went back inside, shutting the sliding door behind him. He sat at his large ebony desk, flipped open his laptop, and checked over his work schedule for the first time since the Claws attack. Of course, as requested, Laurel had cleared everything for him for the next two weeks. 
 
    He had no responsibilities right now, and yet he was eager for a distraction, if only to keep himself from thinking of her. There were several projects he'd put off over the last few months, meaning to pick them up again whenever he had more time. Maybe now would be a good time to do that. 
 
    His phone started ringing, the distinct lightning sound that had been harassing him endlessly since he agreed to take on a personal assistant. Laurel. 
 
    He let it ring and tried to continue his work, pulling up long-abandoned file folders and ideas, and eventually, the call went to voicemail. Only to start ringing again. 
 
    Michael bit his lip and kept glancing at his phone. He really wanted to answer it, to give in to Laurel's demands and talk to her. But he knew he couldn't. Maybe he should block her or at least mute his phone, as knowing that he could hear her voice with one button press was pure torture. Instead, he let the vibration of her call through the desk as he worked act as a punishment for hurting her yet again. 
 
    This time, she only called twice and didn't bother following up with another text message. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Laurel," Michael murmured to himself and went back to work. 
 
    Ten minutes later, when Michael was finally beginning to peel away the layers of his guilt and settle into something resembling a workflow, the buzzer for his front gate chimed. Michael paused at the sound. He hadn't been expecting any guests—if he couldn't see Laurel, he didn't want to see anyone at all—and the only other people that should be on the property right now were the landscaper and the gardener. Had Robert forgotten his key again? 
 
    Michael pulled up the view for the security camera on his laptop. Laurel was standing in front of the camera, her arms crossed, glaring at the screen. She wore a deep blue dress, which was wrinkly and didn't look anything like her usual clothes. He watched with horror as she just stood there for a few minutes, waiting for him to respond. His heart started to pick up its pace when he realized that she wasn't going to leave. 
 
    After five minutes, she pressed the buzzer again and spoke into the microphone. "I know you're watching, Michael." 
 
    He wasn't sure how she knew, just that something stirred inside him. She looked into the camera as if she were staring into his soul and calling him a liar. 
 
    Michael covered his face, unable to respond to the accusation. 
 
    "Open the gate, Michael," she said. Her voice was quiet. Too quiet, as though she were on the verge of snapping and turning into a thunderstorm. "I'm not going to leave. You can't make me. I'll stand here all night if I have to." After another moment of his determined silence, she turned around and looked into the field bordering his property. "I bet you see black bears and coyotes out here, so far away from the city. Maybe I'll actually go for a hike and say hi." 
 
    She was immortal, like him. An animal attack wouldn't kill her, but that wouldn't stop it from hurting. Was she bluffing, knowing that if she left, he'd spend the next few hours worrying his mind into tiny bits until he heard from her again? 
 
    Laurel started moving, not toward her car but toward the grass bordering the road. 
 
    Michael activated the microphone. "Please don't do that, Laurel. I don't want to see you hurt again." 
 
    "You've been saying that a lot. You don't want me to hurt, and so you save me from all forms of physical harm. A perverted old man, an attack by another crew of dragons. And yet, those kinds of hurts really don't mean anything in the grand scheme of things." Laurel returned to the camera again, and when she looked up at him, it almost felt as though they were face-to-face. "It's the hurt caused inside that really matters. You have to have realized that by now, Michael." 
 
    He knew it was true. He knew he was hurting her; if he hurt this much, even knowing that it was for the best, then she had to hurt even more than he did. They were mates, and she didn't know it. It was probably the pain and desperation to understand that drove her here, against all reasonable logic, seeking answers. 
 
    It killed Michael to have to turn her away. But maybe he could at least make her understand. 
 
    "I understand that I've hurt you more than I likely even realize," he said, "but this is the best for both of us, Laurel. You need to leave. You need to get over whatever you think you feel—" 
 
    "Bullshit!" Laurel yelled. "You're talking like you don't care about me, like you never have, but I know that's not true! I know you care, even if you won't admit it to yourself or me. Stop lying to both of us! You're making us both suffer for no reason. Can't you see that? Michael ..." Her voice cracked when she said his name, and he realized she was crying. 
 
    Michael felt like his heart was breaking all over again. He needed to keep pushing her away before it was too late for both of them. He spent a moment summoning the iciness that still lingered inside him, pulling it over him and his emotions like a protective cloak. All he needed to say was It seems I've misled you. There wasn't ever anything between us. You should go, and yet he couldn't summon such an enormous lie. He couldn't even force the words out or form them on his tongue; his dragon wouldn't let him. 
 
    "It's for your own good," was what Michael managed instead. 
 
    "No, it's not! I get to decide what's good for me and what isn't. When are you going to realize that I'm responsible for my own decisions and desires, not you or anyone else? Me, and only me." She sniffled and lowered her voice. "I chose what I wanted a long time ago, Michael. If you'd just, for once, stop thinking about what you think I should want and what I actually want, you would have seen it a long time ago." 
 
    The universe paused. An iciness spread from Michael's fingers, and frost dusted the keyboard. When Laurel didn't continue speaking, he was confused at first, at least until he realized he'd accidentally slowed time. He slowly let out his breath, but it was jagged, heavy with anticipation for what she would say next. 
 
    "I love you, Michael," she whispered, almost too quiet for the security system to pick up. "Stop pushing me away. Nothing you ever do can change how I feel. You're just making it so much harder to bear ..." She sucked in a breath before continuing. "I understand if you don't feel the same way. Just please ... stop doing this to me. All I want is for you to say it to my face that you don't feel the same. I need closure, Michael, not more games. You need to let me move on properly." 
 
    Laurel wiped her face. Michael was speechless. 
 
    She'd admitted that she loved him, a possibility that Michael hadn't dared entertain. But wasn't he a blind fool not to see it before? The way she reacted to him, how far she'd gone out of her way to try and make things work between them when he pulled away, certain that she didn't feel the same way about him as he felt about her. 
 
    The cocoon of ice kept him from crumbling to pieces, but he still managed to press the button to open the gate and climb from his seat to go meet her. 
 
    He waited at the top of the stairs facing the open entrance room to his mansion, where the glass dragon adorning his front door stared up at him with ruby eyes. Apprehension grew inside him with each second that he waited for Laurel, and when her shadow appeared behind the glass, his chest compressed so tightly that he thought he would burst. 
 
    And when she opened the door, she looked directly at him. Her pain was written all over her features: the shadows under her eyes, the unusual roughness to her hair and dress. It wasn't just the Claws attack that weighed on her, but Michael. He saw that now. 
 
    She stayed near the front door, hesitating to move any further, but Michael slowly began his descent down the stairs. With each step, a layer of ice cracked away inside him. This time, when the layers melted, he knew they were gone for good. Because Laurel was here, and no matter what he'd tried to convince himself of before, he couldn't let her go again. Not when he saw that she mirrored the pain he felt. 
 
    Laurel wiped her face. In her distress, a subtle wave of warm magic flowed away from her, hitting Michael in the chest. The magic tugged at his desires, desires that he'd locked away for too long. 
 
    "I n-never meant for anyone to get hurt because of me, either. Let alone you," Laurel said. "I shouldn't have gone with you and the others to the artifact vaults. I was just upset and not thinking, and it k-kills me, going every day knowing that it could have been much worse." 
 
    "It's not your fault," Michael said. He was still walking down the stairs, drawn to her without conscious effort. "We all took responsibility for what happened that day. When we found out about Claws' connection to the Charger, we should have taken extra precautions. If anything, it's my fault that you could have been hurt as a result of my negligence. Don't you think that weighs on me, too? I'm just glad I was with you, that I was able to protect you from it all." 
 
    "I don't understand," she said. "Why did you save me if you never want to see me again?" 
 
    Michael reached the ground floor and started crossing the room. He reached out to take her face in his hands; she stiffened at his touch, not looking at him. "I saved you," he said, tilting her head up so he could look into her eyes, "because I love you, too. And if there's only one thing I don't regret, it's keeping you safe." 
 
    Confusion swirled in Laurel's eyes, and their shared moment of silence expanded around them both, locking them in the seconds where everything became clear to them both: they'd always loved each other. 
 
    "Michael ..." Laurel said, unable to find words. And when she tried again to find them, Michael silenced her by doing what spoke much louder than anything either of them could have said: he kissed her. 
 
    The last of the ice inside him melted away at the warmth of her, and he was born anew, a Michael made just for Laurel, not the world they were hiding from. Her lips were soft and hesitant against his, as if she, too, were thinking that this had to be them falling into another dream. But he was intent on showing her that this was real and that what they shared always had been. 
 
    He tilted her head back, deepening their kiss. And when they couldn't breathe anymore, their mouths broke apart, but Michael locked his arms around her waist to keep her close. The curve of her body was just as perfect as ever against his, and while their gasping breaths mingled together, his hands reawakened the need to feel her bare skin against his. 
 
    "You mean more to me than I will ever find the words to say," Michael murmured against her lips, his forehead pressed to hers. "There's no one else like you. It's always been you." 
 
    Laurel made a hiccupping sound and then wrapped her arms around Michael's neck. This time, she kissed him, more desperate than she'd ever kissed him before. Their lips moved fast, a fusion of hot and cold, with Laurel's passionate fire winning. Warmth spread through Michael, overtaking him completely. He lost himself in the feel and taste of her. 
 
    "I've waited my whole life to hear you say that," Laurel said between kisses. 
 
    A low growl escaped his throat, and he bit her lower lip. She gasped, and he scooped her into his arms. Their mouths met in breathless snatches as he navigated the stairs toward the master bedroom. Laurel's hands were shaking as she started unbuttoning his shirt, but by the time he laid her on the azure silken sheets of his bed, she'd completely unbuttoned it.  
 
    He let the shirt fall from his shoulders to the floor, and he leaned over her on the bed, pulling her thighs to press up against his crotch. Their lips met again, and their tongues danced. Michael never wanted to stop kissing her, to stop touching her, ever again. Every day, for the rest of his life or as long as she wanted him, he would worship her. 
 
    He kissed her jaw and chin, pushing her head back to press his lips to her neck, the hollow of her throat, delighting in each shiver and gasp she made. Laurel's hands roamed his bare back, her nails digging into his skin whenever she squirmed under his touch. Her fingers were like strings of fire on his skin, stoking his burning need for her. Michael didn't know if he could ever make up for pushing her away so many times, but here, right now, he'd start the long road of trying. 
 
    The thin straps of her dress fell down her shoulders with a light nudge from Michael's fingers, and he guided the rough fabric down her chest with his chin as he kissed further down, starting with the divot between her breasts, the swell of them, her nipples. He captured one with his mouth, lightly sucking on it, swirling his tongue to the cadence of her moans. 
 
    "Oh, Michael ..." Laurel gasped, arching her back to press her breasts into his face. 
 
    He could have drowned in the sound of her voice without noticing. A hard bulge pressed between his legs, ready for release, but Michael had spent countless hours imagining what he would do with Laurel if he had her like this ever again, and he wasn't about to skip to the end. No, he was going to savor her music, the taste of her, the feel of her. Both of her nipples were swollen by the time he moved on. 
 
    Michael pulled the dress to her hips, where it sat, bunched up, while he dragged his tongue down the valley of her chest and stomach. Her shivers became more violent the further down he went, and he slowed, teasing her with sucks and kisses and little nibbles that made her vibrate with anticipation. He, too, became a lightning rod of need, every part of him electrified by the feel of her. 
 
    He gripped her thighs to keep her from moving too much, and he thrust his hips forward, pressing his concealed dick against the swell hidden beneath his panties. Even with the layer of his pants between them, Michael grunted with pleasure, granted the slightest release from his persistent desire. 
 
    Next, he pulled her dress all of the way off and then spread her legs open before him. He dove between her legs, kissing her simple cotton panties. She hitched a breath, but before she could process the first sensation of pleasure, Michael was already pushing the fabric aside, his tongue dipping between her folds. 
 
    Laurel gasped, but she was unable to complete the sound, and it turned into a strangled moan. He lapped at her wetness, tasting all of her, claiming every last part of her for himself. Each sound she made urged Michael on; the sounds of her pleasure set him ablaze with satisfaction. She scooted closer to the edge of the bed, lifting her hips to press harder into his face, and wrapping her legs around his neck to keep him from retreating. But he had no intention to. 
 
    He lightly flicked her clit with his tongue, and she curled into a ball around him. "More," she whispered. 
 
    Already, she was getting close—Michael could tell with how she squeezed him with all her might, quivering and heaving against him. He pressed his whole tongue into her bud, rotating in quick circles. She tightened her hold on him, rocking back and forth, and when he picked up speed again, Laurel finally released a pent-up shriek. She clawed at the bedsheets and, all at once, the tension in her arms and legs released, and she collapsed against the bed, gushing into Michael's mouth. 
 
    He kissed her pussy one last time, slow and gentle, before unwinding her legs from his neck. With a deft hand, he unbuckled himself and stepped out of his pants before leaning over her again. His cock fitted between her legs as he did, resting in the crook of her when he pulled her close to kiss her again. She was panting, and their kisses were messy and heavy as she recovered from Michael's efforts. 
 
    Even in her exhaustion, she rocked her hips against his length, shivering whenever he rubbed up against her sensitive clit. 
 
    Michael kissed Laurel's neck. "This is what you wanted, isn't it?" he said. "You're mine now." 
 
    "Yes," she breathed. "Oh, god, yes." She gently ran her fingers along the bulging muscles of Michael's arms and chest, her curious touch making him eager to take her again. "I'm yours. All of me." 
 
    Michael slipped inside her then, a gentle shift in his hips, and together, they were sailing toward paradise. A groan rose up inside of him, and he pushed all the way inside of her, throwing his head back, overwhelmed by the feel of her. Hot waves of pleasure shuddered through them both as he settled inside her, and she squeezed around him, a perfect fit for each other. 
 
    Laurel adjusted before Michael did, and she was already swaying her hips against him by the time he leaned forward to kiss her again. He moved slowly at first, just enjoying the build-up of electric-hot energy between them, their shared breaths and moans and joy. It was almost too much to be here with her, knowing that they'd never be apart again. That finally, after everything they'd been through, they could be together without barriers. 
 
    "I love you," Michael said against her lips. 
 
    Laurel made a sound of joy, left incapable of words from the intensity of their lovemaking. She pushed against him, harder, and Michael went faster, guided by the sound of her moans and gasps. Together, they became the burning essence of their primal desires, the link between them pulling them tight, coiling inside them like a spring until they, finally, exploded. 
 
    Their shared love for each other breathed through them in waves of fire, and Michael curled his face into the nook of Laurel's neck, groaning. He wrapped his arms around her as he lowered his weight down onto her, holding her close, never wanting to let go. Her breath came in quick bursts into his ear, quivering and shaking, nails biting into his back like miniature razor blades until she finally began to return to her body. 
 
    "I love you, too," she said. 
 
    Michael kissed her again, much softer this time, a touch of necessity, not greed. He gently lifted her onto the pillows, placing her against his chest, where he rubbed her shoulder until they both fell asleep in the fresh, warm glow of possibility. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – Laurel 
 
      
 
    Laurel had never slept better in her life, and if it weren't for waking up to Michael's sleeping face, it might have been a shame to wake up so soon. But when she blinked her sleepy eyes to see him there, his silvery hair a frizzy mess from the sheets, his pristine face captured in sleep, she was glad to wake and just stare at him. 
 
    Unlike last time, Laurel knew this wasn't a dream. She felt like she was floating on a cloud for two, but only after a slew of hard work and hurt. But now that she and Michael were here together, she wouldn't let anything take that from her again. She'd enjoy every one of the simple moments with him, just like this, knowing that she'd earned it. 
 
    She snuggled closer to him, breathing in his scent, a subtle musk that had always driven her crazy. When she moved, though, Michael stirred, too. He ran a hand through her hair, an oddly reassuring motion, before kissing her forehead. They both sighed contentedly, happy to just lie there together in silence. 
 
    "Is this how things will be from now on?" Laurel said. "Me and ... you." 
 
    He continued stroking her hair. "That's what I want. If you'll take me, flaws and all." 
 
    Happiness surged through Laurel, and she smiled, sighing with relief. She almost forgot to respond. "I don't want to be away from you ever again." 
 
    "Good, because, Laurel, I think we're mates." 
 
    Once upon a time, it felt like she had thought the same thing. Back before all the craziness had happened between them and all the things that made her doubt her instincts. Now, being with Michael, and everything else in the past, she was certain that she'd been right all along. The connection that had always drawn her to him had also been what caused her intense pain whenever he pushed her away. And now, together, it felt like the hole in her heart had finally been repaired. For the first time in her life, she felt truly whole—a feeling she wanted to keep for the rest of her life. 
 
    "I think you're right." She closed her eyes, happiness bleeding through her pores. Michael was warm against her, and he wrapped his arms around her, enveloping her in him completely. "I think this was meant to be." 
 
    "It almost feels too good to be true," Michael said. "I'd always thought you were beautiful, but since you're Troy's little sister, I tried not to think of you as anything else." 
 
    "Your mistake." 
 
    He sighed deeply. "Yes. It wasn't until you turned 21 when I started really thinking that there could be something more between us. My affections for you were only a fraction of what they are now, but it was still enough to scare me." 
 
    "I don't care about what's happened before. Let's just worry about the present and where we're going next."  
 
    "And where are we going next?" Michael asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Laurel leaned in and kissed him, setting little sparks of warmth aglow inside her. "I don't know," she said between kisses, "I just know that we're here now, and you have two years to make up for, and two weeks off work to see that you do it." 
 
    Michael's hands slid down her back, and he squeezed her round ass. She giggled into his mouth, and he nipped at her tongue. "I'll do my best, especially if it means waking up to you every morning." 
 
    She moaned lightly and searched his body with her hands. His muscles rippled beneath her touch, firm and sexy, just like the rest of him, but that wasn't what she was looking for. She trailed her fingers in circles down his stomach until she found his dick, taking the thick, hard length in her hand. She stroked him, slowly at first, and he groaned into her mouth. 
 
    "Laurel ..." he said, gasping. 
 
    She kissed him again, harder, and shivered at the sound of his pleasure. "You forgot that you're mine, too," she said. 
 
    She stroked his cock faster and palmed the head until he was throbbing in her hand and growling into her mouth. Then she licked his lips and threw back the sheets, revealing him in all his glory. The sight of him made her hot with need. A tiny pulse settled deep inside her, an itch she'd need Michael to settle for her once she had her fun with him. 
 
    Before he could react, she wrapped her lips around his length, suckling his head. Michael sucked in a breath and leaned back against the pillows. "Fuck, that feels good," he said. 
 
    She ran her tongue along him, taking as much of him as she could into her mouth. He pulsed against her tongue, and she bobbed her head, sucking on him as she went. He tensed beneath her, groaning, and Laurel knew she had absolute power over him. She moved quicker when he squeezed her ass with one hand and then slipped it between her legs to play with her clit. She rocked her hips against his hand as she moved her head, their pleasure becoming each other's. 
 
    Michael's other hand came up to twine her hair in his fist, and he guided her up and down his length, pushing her down until Laurel couldn't breathe. His fingers entered her at the same time, swirling inside her, and she would have been breathless anyway. They both shuddered together, the intensity of their passion rising up against their flimsy barriers. Finally, he released her, and her head shot up. She gasped for air but didn't let that stop her from taking what she needed. She was on fire with the need of him, and he was the only one who could make sure she didn't combust. 
 
    She straddled Michael's hips, wasting no time, and pushed herself down on top of him. They shared a loud gasp as she stretched around him, and Michael tried to pull her down into another kiss, and though Laurel was desperate for him, she had other priorities right then. He was inside her, hot and throbbing, and she needed him to bring her absolute bliss. 
 
    She took his hands from her hips and brought them to her breasts, and he squeezed them, sending shivers through her body. Each squeeze fueled the fire in her belly, and when he started playing with her nipples, that was when Laurel turned into a wild animal. She arched back, rocking her hips to move on top of Michael, moving him inside her while keeping him as deep as possible. 
 
    He didn't obey her for long, though, and one hand abandoned her breast, tickling her belly, and then he pressed a firm thumb to her clit. Laurel seized up at his touch, gasping at the overwhelming surge of pleasure. 
 
    "Just like that," she said, and threw her head back again. "Oh, god." 
 
    Laurel lifted her hips, bringing herself up and down Michael's cock while he played with her. It quickly started to become too much, and her muscles tensed as the fire inside her began to roil and blaze, getting closer and closer to its apex. While Laurel's mind slowed, she managed to keep her body moving. Up, down, with Michael's help, a firm hand on her ass, lifting her and bringing her back down in tune with her desperate, animalistic moans. 
 
    And, finally, Laurel snapped. The fire turned into a wildfire, and she exploded. White-hot pleasure seared her vision, and her dragon woke inside her with a roar. She shuddered on top of Michael, lurching forward, an incoherent string of words leaving her mouth. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close as he thrust inside her, finishing himself off with a growl into her ear. When he, too, slowed, he started easing her back to reality. 
 
    She lay against him, gasping, unable to breathe properly for a solid minute before she finally found herself again. For a few minutes, it felt as though Michael had sent her off to another planet. The sex just kept getting better and better, and Laurel wondered if this was because they'd finally claimed each other as mates. Her mind was still mush, though, and she didn't dwell on the thought for long, just the feel of Michael against her, the tickle of his breath against her cheek. 
 
    "I could almost go back to sleep," Laurel said after a while. 
 
    "Sleep, if you want." Michael kissed her ear and sucked on the lobe, sending renewed shivers cascading through her. "And we can just wake up and do this again." 
 
    Laurel smiled and kissed him. "You're insatiable." 
 
    "So are you." 
 
    "You know I am." 
 
    She nestled against his shoulder, and for a while, they just rested there with their eyes closed. When Laurel finally got her breathing back under control, and her mind returned to normal, she was back to thinking of what would happen next between them. It was so strange, going from the feelings of absolute terror and worthlessness to the opposite: heaven, with the man of her dreams. 
 
    Maybe it was too soon to decide exactly what they'd do now, but Laurel found herself believing that, no matter what it was, she and Michael would face it together. And nothing would ever beat the power of their love again. 
 
    She did, however, have a good idea of where they could start. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Michael 
 
      
 
    Michael was, admittedly, more nervous than he'd ever been when he took his seat at the table next to Laurel. She smiled at him, seeming to notice his anxiety, and rubbed his arm reassuringly. 
 
    "It's fine, there's nothing to worry about," Laurel said. She kissed him on the cheek, too, for good measure. "Troy's always liked you. This won't change anything, especially once he sees how happy we are together." 
 
    Michael found her hand beneath the table and squeezed. "I know. It's just that, after everything, I'm worried that he'll hold how I treated you before against me." 
 
    "Well, I don't, so if he does, he'll have me to deal with, too." 
 
    The waitress brought them each a glass of water and set one on the side opposite of them. Michael immediately took a sip, and the cool liquid settled the remainder of his worries. He had to trust that Laurel was right; she knew Troy better than anyone. Michael just really wanted his approval, for Laurel's sake. It might get awkward otherwise, and although Michael could handle it—and wouldn't let it interfere with his love for Laurel—she'd been through enough already and deserved to have her brother's support. 
 
    Tomorrow, Michael would be back at work, and in the last two weeks since the truth had come spilling out of him and Laurel, it seemed like so much had changed. Not just on the larger scale of life and work, but him as a person; everything hinged on Laurel. The past, the present, the future—he didn't want to imagine doing anything without her. 
 
    Only days after they settled that they were mates, Laurel took immediate action to move into his place. Not just because they didn't want to be apart anymore but also for her own safety. They both felt much better with her staying in his mansion, which was protected with almost as many barriers as the InnoCell Headquarters. She seemed much happier now, too, and Michael wanted to believe that was because of him—since it was her who made every day brighter for him. 
 
    "Hey, guys," Troy said, taking his seat across the table. 
 
    Michael had become so lost in his own thoughts that he hadn't even seen Troy approach. Troy looked much better, too, than last time Michael saw him. To be fair, though, they'd both been roughed up by the dragon attack and explosion. But it went much further than that—maybe things were finally returning to normal at InnoCell. 
 
    "Glad you could make it," Michael said. He still had Laurel's hand in his beneath the table, and he gave it a squeeze. "How are you faring?" 
 
    Troy was scanning the menu as he talked. "Things are good; Liam is finally confident that we've rooted out all remaining holes in our security, so things are returning back to normal." He lifted his gaze, quickly flicking his eyes from Michael to Laurel. "And, well. I presume you didn't ask me to lunch to talk about work. You're back in tomorrow, right? I'll give you the whole picture later." 
 
    "What, are you implying that we can't have a normal lunch for once, instead of you practically barging into my apartment to check if I'm still alive?" Laurel said, her eyes alight with amusement. 
 
    Michael, though, frowned. "Has that actually happened before?" 
 
    "More times than I can count," Troy said. "It's become more normal than normal, really. So it has to be something special to warrant going out." 
 
    Laurel kicked him under the table. "Shut it." But she was laughing. 
 
    "Oww. Just saying it like I see it." 
 
    "You're right, anyway," Michael said. He brought his and Laurel's interlocked hands onto the table for Troy to see. "There's something else we wanted to talk to you about." He met Laurel's golden eyes then, so full of light, love, and happiness. Michael almost forgot what he was going to say; she overtook all of his thoughts, warming his insides with her mere presence. She'd taught him how to love. 
 
    "It's about time," Troy said casually, and put down the menu. 
 
    Michael and Laurel shared another glance, but this time it was one of confusion. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Laurel said. 
 
    "Michael has been one of my best friends for my entire life, and you're my sister. You really think I didn't see what was happening between you two, even before you two started acting like love-crazed maniacs? Come on." His smile was not one founded from sarcasm but of happiness and pride. "You two have always been meant for each other. It's about time you finally saw it. It's all a part of my magic." 
 
    Laurel sniffled, and Michael looked her way again to see that she'd started crying. Not because of sadness but because of pure joy. "You jerk ..." she said, laughing again. "You knew this whole time, and you let us run around like chickens with our heads cut off." 
 
    "That's not true at all," Troy said, smirking. "I tried to give you both a subtle nudge, and you're both so bone-headed that I just made things worse." 
 
    Michael finally realized why Troy had gone so far out of his way to secure Laurel as his personal assistant. He'd probably seen how much Laurel was struggling in her personal life, even if she was doing well professionally before she lost her job. Putting Michael and Laurel together hadn't just been about getting her a job and Michael some help at all. 
 
    "You devious bastard," Michael said. 
 
    "I wouldn't have needed to be devious if either of you had any common sense," Troy said. "But it all worked out in the end, and I think we can all be happy about that. You're looking better already, Laurel, and nothing makes me happier than that." 
 
    "Thank you," Laurel said. She wiped away the last of her tears. "Now, how about we order us a normal lunch? I'm starving." 
 
    Michael grinned, feeling so light now that the last of his worries had drifted away. It all felt too good to be true—he had his mate, the woman of his dreams, and the support of Troy, his dear friend. Nothing could have made him happier, and now, all Michael and Laurel had to do was push forward and forge their new life together. 
 
    They would enjoy it every step of the way. 
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    THE  END 
 
      
 
      
 
    The “Dragon Billionaire Empire” Series continues! 
 
    Read the steamy and action-packed story of Anna and Troy: 
 
      
 
    Thunder Dragon 
 
    Dragon Billionaire Empire Book 3 
 
    (Coming April 21st, 2021) 
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    It’s been years since I last saw her. 
 
    Even if I hardly go a day without thinking of her. 
 
    I broke her heart with my secrets. 
 
    I thought it was for the best. But it was just a lie. 
 
      
 
    Now, seeing her across the board room drives me wild. 
 
    We’re both older now. Wiser. More mature. 
 
    Would she still shiver when I ran my fingers down her thighs? 
 
    Would she still gasp when I nibbled the flesh just beneath her ear? 
 
      
 
    I need to know, at all costs. 
 
    Some wild, primal part of me wants to claim her all over again. 
 
    She’s doing it again. 
 
    Even though I know she doesn’t want to: 
 
      
 
    She’s awakened the beast within… 
 
      
 
    Pre-order “Thunder Dragon” Now! 
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    Thunder Dragon 
 
    Mountain Dragon 
 
    Shadow Dragon 
 
    Iron Dragon 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    "Dragon Mansion" Series 
 
    Dragon Mansion is filled with five smoking hot, insanely muscled Dragons who make women drool and men jealous. Once you walk through the doors of this testosterone-laden house, you’re a goner. So, here’s one piece of advice: don’t ever go in there. Especially not alone 
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    “Elemental Dragons” Series 
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