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  Author Note


  



  Dear Readers,


  



  If this is your first journey into the world of the Firestorm dragons and their lifemates, welcome! I hope you find their world and ways as fascinating as I have. If you wish to start from the beginning, be sure to read A Dragon Speaks Her Name and A Dragon Gambles for His Girl, both of which are part of the Nocturne Falls Universe.


  



  This book is hotter than the previous entries in this series, so be warned. It also deals with darker subject matter, as suits the characters and the challenges they must overcome.


  



  Happy reading!


  Kira Nyte


  



  



  Dance of the Dragon


  



  Taryn Chovetz has called New Orleans home for decades and wholeheartedly embraces the city’s motto: Let the good times roll. The Big Easy is a good place for a man who has learned to hide the pain of his past with a sexy grin and a no-strings lifestyle.


  



  Every day is a struggle and a torment for Gabriella Metz. Her horror of a mother has dedicated herself to breaking Gabby down to build her into the perfect mate for a monster—not that Gabby believes in fantastical tales of dragons and priceless hoards of gold and jewels. All she wants is to survive another day of misery without succumbing to a crippling panic attic or losing her mind to the voices in her head.


  



  Taryn recognizes her instantly, a beautiful woman too fragile to be in a bar full of creatures that would eat her up, or worse. He knows better, of course. Trust Fate to offer him a precious lifemate while ensuring she was raised by a conniving, faithless bed-hopper. But Gabriella isn’t just fragile. She is very nearly broken. And she owns his heart.


  



  Her mother’s lies begin to unravel almost as soon as Gabriella meets him, her gorgeous, sweet, seductive dragon in shining armor. Taryn makes her want to believe life can be about more than survival. She would give her soul to have him. But she lost that long ago.
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  Chapter One


  



  “Your life surely hasn’t gone to shit.”


  Taryn Chovetz snickered at Syn Terravon’s assurance and tossed back the remainder of his whiskey in a vain attempt to wash away the prickling warmth that crept along his nape. The bartender caught sight of his empty glass, gave a thumbs-up, and poured a refill for the waitress to deliver. One of the benefits of being a regular in a paranormal club—the staff was always keen to serve the needs of their best clients.


  “You know she’s a wretched bitch. A conniving, sinister, slithering piece of shit.” Taryn lanced Syn with a cold look. No amount of Syn’s calm logic would make the situation easier to digest. “How did Corvin get messed up with the likes of her? And without me noticing?”


  Syn shrugged, dropping an arm around his gifted lifemate’s shoulders. Briella’s silence was more concerning to Taryn than Syn’s laid-back approach to this latest twist in his life. Briella often had something of value to say, or retort. Some vision of the future or maybe even—and he knew he couldn’t be this lucky—“she isn’t Corvin’s daughter, Taryn.”


  Since their arrival at The Spotted Cat, she’d been silent. Like a ghost.


  He really needed her flare for words right about now.


  The waitress sauntered over to place the fresh glass of whiskey on the table in front of him. He tried to muster a flirtatious grin, but his dour mood stripped him of any chance for a good night of no-strings romping. For the last month, he’d been desperately occupied trying to figure out how his Keeper ended up in bed with Janice Metz. How he was fooled into spending a night with the treacherous gold-digger.


  Dani rested a hand on his shoulder, drawing his attention up along her bare arm to her pretty face. The waitress’s delicate brows pinched in concern. “Everything okay, darling? Amelia’s been worried about you. Says you’ve been in a funk.”


  Leave it to a witch to know, Taryn thought wryly. “Dealing with a bad hand, thanks to Fate. Nothing I can’t conquer.” He took Dani’s hand and kissed her fingertips. “Thanks, sweetness.”


  Taryn raised a brow at Syn’s speculative stare when Dani left. He lifted his hands. “What?”


  “I’m wondering how many women have been charmed by you.”


  Taryn rolled his eyes and sipped his drink. He slanted a glance at Briella, who was taking in the darkened club and, more specifically, the bar.


  “Bedroom talk is not proper conversation to have with a lady present.” Taryn gave a salute with his tumbler when Briella snorted.


  “Like I haven’t heard it before.”


  “She speaks!” Taryn laughed as Briella narrowed her gaze on him. Her lips quirked in a suppressed grin and he winked. “Aww, gorgeous. You know you can’t keep that smile from me.”


  “Not going to work, Taryn.” She shook a finger at him. “As smooth as you are.”


  Syn cleared his throat.


  Taryn didn’t miss the flare of warning in his friend’s eyes, despite his lazy grin.


  “Back to the conversation,” Syn said. “You know, that woman in the picture could be any man’s child. Chances of Janice conceiving after one night, and conceiving Corvin’s child at that, is pretty small given her reputation. She might be trying to pawn off her kid on you in hopes you’re so desperate for a lifemate that you’d ignore the lack of all the telling signs.” It wasn’t the first, or second, time Syn had reminded him of the small chance of Janice’s claims ringing true. From everything they all knew about her, the woman’s tongue danced with lies—when it wasn’t dancing around a man’s cock. “I’d wait and see. Don’t stress over it every minute of every day.”


  As much as he knew Syn was right, Taryn couldn’t shake the whisper that taunted his mind. He hadn’t paid much attention to the photo Janice had practically shoved in his face on his doorstep a month ago, too outraged that she had the audacity to make such a claim. Outraged, too, that she’d actually been able to track him down. It was humbling, considering his clan’s decades’ long efforts to blend into the human world.


  The open battle between the Firestorms and the Baroqueth on the streets of New Orleans had forced humans to question the possible existence of creatures they’d long thought the stuff of fantasy. The exposure caused more problems for paranormal communities overall, not just the dragons, despite the amount of memory washing that had occurred, along with some skilled hacking to scour the web of digital evidence on social media.


  Taryn swirled his whiskey in his glass as he looked around the club. One of his few sanctuaries when he sought eclectic company. This was his favorite by far, catering to the hidden denizens that walked beside the humans in New Orleans. Humans sometimes ventured into the club—a dark, foggy, strobe-stricken place—but not many.


  So when he caught sight of a woman nervously following a step behind the club’s owner, he couldn’t help but watch. The zing of sparks that exploded beneath his skin as he stared only focused his attention. She looked tense. Pale. Human.


  He frowned. As far as he knew, the wait staff of The Spotted Cat were all paranormal creatures of one breed or another. Rodney seldom served humans, and had never hired them.


  But this woman wore the black apron that served as the uniform for the club’s bartenders. Her blond hair, caught up in two crazy buns on either side of her head, was streaked with pinks and purples.


  “Someone catch your fancy?” Syn sounded amused.


  Taryn cleared his throat and looked away as the woman’s eyes landed on him. He tossed back the rest of his whiskey in hopes of dousing the flames that danced low in his gut. The last thing he needed was to bring another woman into his screwed up life.


  Certainly not a mortal.


  He dodged Syn’s probing attention. “Easy on the eyes, but I’m not one for”—he motioned with a twirl of his hand to his head—“all that rainbow stuff in the hair.”


  “They’re clip-ons,” Briella offered. Taryn arched a brow. Briella smiled. “I’m a woman and an artist. She’s too uncomfortable in her own skin to dye her hair. Someone who can do that to their hair permanently would have far more confidence.”


  Taryn observed the blonde more closely. Her shoulders were rigid and her steps could’ve been taken on wooden legs—a fine set of long and lithe legs, if he were to say so himself. She knotted her fingers around the thin strap of the purse at her waist, her knuckles almost white. As his eyes tracked up her body, Taryn caught the shift of her jaw as she ground her teeth.


  “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be here…”


  Taryn’s eyes narrowed as Rodney spread his arm toward the flip-top leading behind the bar. Suzanne, the bar manager working behind the scenes this evening, flashed a smile and waved at the woman to join her.


  “…hope they give me a minute. Just a minute.”


  “Her mind is running amuck.”


  Taryn nodded once at Briella’s observation. All Firestorm Keepers and their lifemates had the gift of hearing others’ thoughts, and Briella had become as focused on the newbie as Taryn.


  He blamed the whiskey for the increased heat that stirred his dragon.


  “To the point her thoughts are essentially washing out everyone else’s.”


  “Pretty clear she wants to leave,” Taryn said.


  “Then why is she here?” Syn wondered.


  “Someone is making her,” Briella said definitively.


  Taryn tipped his head curiously as Briella took a nonchalant sip of wine, then focused back on the woman. Suzanne motioned to a small storage room behind the bar. The woman nodded and disappeared. Suzanne’s smile waned as she leaned over the bar and spoke quietly to Rodney.


  There was no missing Suzanne’s concern about the newbie’s behavior, both in her voice and her thoughts as Taryn shamelessly honed in on the quiet conversation.


  “A human?” Suzanne asked.


  “Make sure she fits in. I’m doing this as a favor,” Rodney replied, his tone bitter. Scowling, he turned on his heel and stormed away.


  Suzanne shook her head briefly. Her smile returned when the woman emerged from the storage room without her purse.


  The blonde’s brilliant blue eyes cut through the dark club. Their gazes locked and Taryn’s body jolted even stronger than before. Clearly, she’d felt something, too, because her eyes widened noticeably. The slumbering dragon within him unfurled its wings, the building heat stoking an ancient and consuming hunger to life.


  Ohh, shit.


  The thick tumbler in his hand shattered in his grip like delicate crystal. The remnants of his drink spattered over the table.


  “What is it, brother?”


  Syn’s alarmed voice was nothing more than a hollow, faraway sound as Taryn’s blood rushed through his veins. He barely caught Suzanne’s piqued interest on the hazy periphery of his vision as he helplessly stared at the woman standing with her.


  The blonde’s cheeks flushed. She pressed a fist to her chest before twisting away to disappear back into the storage room.


  “That…that can’t be him. Oh God, not going to make it. Need one more pill.”


  Pills?


  “What did he do? Why…why do I…feel like…oh no, oh no.”


  “Taryn,” Syn snapped.


  Taryn shook off the trance when he felt a touch on his hand. He almost jerked away with a growl before he realized Briella had lifted his hand away from the shattered tumbler. Syn made quick work of moving the shards of glass to one side of the table as Briella assessed the bleeding lacerations on Taryn’s palm.


  Lacerations. Even his dragon was too caught up in the woman to protect his skin from his own foolishness.


  Briella dabbed at the wounds with the bar napkin that was under her glass of wine. “Who is she?”


  Taryn opened his mouth to answer, but his throat squeezed shut as a surge of renewed heat flooded through him. He closed his eyes and pressed his lips together. Instinctively, he drew his hand from Briella’s and willed the wounds to heal. As diminished as his magic was in this realm, he could do that much.


  This could not be happening to him.


  The fierce hunger brimming through his soul made a mockery of his false assurance.


  “Son of a bitch.” He spit out a slew of stronger curses as he shoved his chair back and shot to his feet. When he opened his eyes, he was shocked to see the club and the other patrons in the brilliant hues of the thermal spectrum. His dragon had consumed him, taking over as he struggled to gather his bearings.


  Syn stood, too, his expression filled with hard concern. “Taryn, what’s going on?”


  “She was right,” Taryn growled, catching Syn’s fierce gaze.


  “Who was right?”


  He ignored his brother’s arched brows and turned toward the bar. He’d find out the truth, because his body and his dragon both seared him with the unspoken need for validation.


  As though satisfied he was taking action, the dragon receded and Taryn’s vision returned to the normal spectrum as he approached the bar. Suzanne’s smile grew.


  “Darling! Finally you decide to come over.” She stepped up on something behind the bar to lean over the counter to greet him with a hug and a kiss to both cheeks. She rested her hands on his shoulders and gave him a lingering once-over. “Damn, boy. Gorgeous as always.”


  “Thanks, sweetness. Saw you have a trainee,” Taryn said, trying to keep his tone casual. It was a battle to keep the growl out of his voice. And while he normally didn’t mind feminine attention in the least, he suddenly didn’t want Suzanne’s hands on him. “Didn’t think she matched Rodney’s specs when it came to employees.”


  Suzanne’s smile turned rueful and she stepped off whatever earned its right as her stool. She shrugged and cast a cautious glance over her shoulder toward the storage room. “Definitely something different, though I’m not sure how it’ll all pan out.”


  “…calm down. Calm down, Gabby. Easy. You’ve been through worse. This is a piece of cake…”


  Gabby.


  Well, at least he had a name to go with the woman who would lead him into hell.


  It was a cute name. One that didn’t quite match her pink-and-purple hair, tight mini skirt, and revealing halter-top. There was something definitely off about the woman.


  Fuck. Off about the entire situation.


  “She seems to like your storage closet.” The dragon snapped angrily as he considered giving Suzanne a head’s up about pills, as though by doing so he would betray a confidence. Before he could say anything, the woman emerged once more. This time, he was prepared for the sucker punch of arousal when her blue eyes found his. “Ah, and she comes out.”


  Suzanne grabbed the woman’s wrist before she could escape again. With her professionally friendly smile plastered on her mouth, she motioned to Taryn. “This is Taryn. He’s a regular here. You’ll see a lot of him. Good thing he’s easy on the eyes.” She laughed with feminine appreciation.


  Gabby licked her lower lip in a gesture that signified nerves rather than interest. Her eyes sparked with a mixture of emotions that roiled as fast as her thoughts. All too overwhelming for him to sift through and make sense of. Not when he had his own dire question taunting the end of his tongue.


  Taryn took her in, inch by inch. Tall, slender, narrow waist, ample curves where it mattered most. She appeared to be fit, with sleek, feminine definition on her exposed arms and legs. She was everything from a man’s most erotic dreams, down to the subtle sweetness he scented on her skin and the rapid thrum of her heartbeat. Her chest rose and fell with nervous breaths and his eyes flicked to the showcase of her breasts.


  “Who’s your mother?”


  He bit out the question as he leveled his gaze on hers. He hadn’t expected his words to sound harsh. Then again, he hadn’t expected to have a lifemate, let alone for her to be the daughter of a pathological liar whose morals would shame an alley cat.


  Gabby blinked once. The gentle slope of her brows furrowed. “Excuse me?”


  “Your mother.” Taryn leaned his forearms on the edge of the bar, pinning her with a demanding stare. “Who’s your mother?”


  Her lips moved as if to speak, but no sound came out.


  Taryn smirked, tipping his head to look at Suzanne. “Don’t think she’ll last more than an hour here if she can’t find her tongue.”


  “Hey, you don’t have to be rude,” Gabby snapped.


  Taryn quirked a brow. Slowly he shifted his attention from Suzanne’s suddenly frustrated expression to meet a flash of an unexpectedly fierce Gabby. “I asked you a question. Twice. And you couldn’t provide me with an answer. I find that rude.”


  “Your question itself was rude. What relevance does my mother have to anything?”


  Oh, a fire burned inside her for sure, but so did fear, regret, and a number of other things that he sensed threatened to snuff out that flame.


  “Everything…doll.”


  “Janice Metz.” Her upper lip pulled back in distaste. Something dark and fierce flashed through her eyes. “And don’t you ever call me doll again.”


  Janice. Of course.


  This was Janice’s daughter.


  This was Corvin’s daughter. Taryn refused to acknowledge his deceased Keeper’s characteristics in her when he saw the woman following Rodney like a rabbit dragged into a den of predators. But they were there. She had the angles of his face, his height, his fire.


  Oh, Corvin. If you weren’t already dead, I’d kill you myself.


  Taryn scowled, making sure Gabby caught every second of his displeasure as he shoved off the bar. “That you won’t have to worry about.”


  As he stalked out of the club, leaving a confused Syn and Briella at their table and a less than pleased Suzanne at the bar, Taryn could barely rein in the hunger and rage that warred within him. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and paced down the sidewalk, oblivious to the pedestrians who dodged him with varying degrees of surprise and irritation.


  His dragon was of no help.


  Neither was his conscience.


  Because in the end, she was his lifemate.


  It was only a matter of time before the need would consume him and he’d fall right into Janice’s thirty-something-year-old trap.


  



  



  Chapter Two


  



  “Rule number one. Don’t piss off the regulars. That’ll get you a one-way ticket out of here faster than you can say sorry. Favor or not.” Suzanne rolled her eyes. “And especially don’t tick off him.”


  “Regular or not, he was out of line.”


  Gabriella Metz—Gabby to anyone who cared to get to know her—jerked back when Suzanne turned to wag a manicured finger at her face.


  “Regular or not, Gabby, Taryn takes care of us here and provides a solid revenue for this club. Not to mention he’s intervened when some of the rougher customers get out of hand.”


  Gabby fisted her hands by her sides, trying to mentally smack aside the voices torturing her mind. Clearly, doubling up on her anxiety medication in preparation for this evening had been wasted effort. Sadly, nothing could drown out the vicious thoughts that rolled through the owner’s mind as he led her to the bar. Or the disapproval that churned in the bar manager’s head despite the patient expression on her face.


  Not to mention all the rude, condescending thoughts that wafted through the club, unheard by patrons.


  “Fine. Sorry. Won’t happen again,” Gabby said through a clenched-toothed smile. Suzanne eyed her steadily before nodding once.


  “This way. I’m going to give you a tour before I let you shadow Jill. This isn’t your first bartending gig, is it?”


  Mom, we’re talking when I’m done with this shift.


  Because it was her mother who’d forced her into this job. Her mother who’d long exploited her ability to hear the thoughts of strangers to manipulate unsuspecting people into doing her bidding.


  It was that very reason Janice had been able to put the screws to the owner, who happened to be “happily married” with three children all under the age of ten, and blackmail him into giving Gabby a job.


  Right now, she hated her mother more than that jerk who had called her doll.


  How dare that ass…


  But something in his look, the way his gaze stroked over her body and unraveled heat she feared to experience, tempered her anger.


  Something in his look when she disclosed her mother’s name warned her of who Taryn truly was. Of what he was.


  As she obediently followed Suzanne through the small room where she’d stowed her purse and into an adjoining room lined with shelves of liquor, a female’s thoughts slipped into her mind. One she’d heard when Rodney led her from his office into the bar.


  “She wasn’t lying to him. That’s her daughter. That’s his lifemate. And he knows it.”


  Yeah, her mother told her about the lifemate thing. About a man she’d belonged to long before she came into this world. Something about her father holding a special role in a secret society before her mother escaped his wrath.


  At some point, he was killed and left an inheritance for his daughter with the lifemate. Enough money to set Gabby and Janice up for the rest of their lives.


  All you ever cared about, right, Mom? The money. Always the money.


  “I hope you’re paying attention,” Suzanne’s stern voice cut through her thoughts. Gabby cleared her throat and nodded. “Good. You’ll be trained, but this place is high-paced and moves fast between six and midnight. Later on the weekends. You’ll need to have your head in the game.”


  If I’m even here that long.


  No, it wasn’t her first bartending gig, but she wasn’t a pro. Her anxiety and panic attacks often got in the way. She didn’t deal well with crowds, especially drunk ones. She had a niggling feeling that no dose of medication would help her where Taryn was concerned. Not if her body played rebel with her mind. And he was a regular?


  She was screwed.


  I will not be his property. I’ve been property far too long.


  A chill seeped through her bones. She wrapped her arms around her body and rubbed the goose bumps from her biceps.


  “Don’t worry, we’ll keep you hopping. You won’t be cold for long,” Suzanne said after she finished explaining the setup of the liquor cabinet. She flicked her manicured nails. “This way.”


  * * *


  She survived.


  Barely.


  She shadowed Jill as best she could, making a drink here and there when her trainer allowed it. She fought to ignore others’ thoughts as best she could, but the strange theme of those thoughts left her desperate to escape the club. Some wanted to bite her. Some wanted to sniff her. Some wanted to taste her soul.


  When Suzanne cut her loose before midnight, she didn’t hesitate to leave.


  New Orleans was a city steeped in the paranormal and the occult. She got that. But did people really take it to the next level and actually act on their crazy fantasies of magic and bestial natures?


  She’d been surprised a month ago when her mother insisted they move to the Big Easy. Janice had seen something on the news, but Gabby was in the dark as to the details of what that something was. Even after extensive Internet searches at the library, Gabby found nothing.


  Well, almost nothing.


  She did find a blog with an article about a crazy riot of some kind in the French Quarter involving dragons and witches. As if. There was even a short video clip of a spectacular light show in the sky over the Quarter. Her mother hadn’t been forthcoming about the events, choosing to belittle Gabby instead. It was one of her favorite diversion tactics.


  “Does it matter, Gabriella? It’s an opportunity. A huge opportunity for us to finally have the life we deserve. I’m sick of living like trash. Everything I’ve done is for you, and you’re so fucking ungrateful for it all. Let’s see how you thank me once your lifemate gets his hands on you. When he’s showering you in gold and jewels. Let’s see then, girl.”


  Yeah, showering her in gold and jewels while he forced her to do the kinds of things in the bedroom her mother made vividly clear in speech, display, and hands-on tutorials.


  Warmth filled her cheeks at the shaming memories.


  Gabby paused on the sidewalk, staring ahead in the direction of the rundown trailer park they now called home. It was a hike, and her mother refused to let her use the car.


  Behind her, life flared on the streets in the form of music and laughter, the rumble of car engines and the faint clip-clop of horses’ hooves. A momentary escape.


  She tugged her sweater jacket more tightly around her body and veered away from the trailer park to head back into the French Quarter. She ducked her head as she passed the front doors of her newest place of employment and picked up her pace until she hit the bustling streets closer to the heart of the Quarter.


  “Gonna enjoy the city a bit,” she told herself under her breath. With her bag clenched tight to her waist, she slowed to take in the brilliant lights, sumptuous smells from the local restaurants—God, what she’d do to be able to dine in one of those joints—and the people thronging the carless street. “Wow.”


  Her senses took a hit, but her mind, and the endless tangle of chatter happening inside her head, absorbed the brunt of it. Her vision dimmed and her body weakened. She hated the voices, especially the crude ones of passing men who imagined her naked. Or worse.


  She squeezed her eyes shut as the familiar band of fear and anxiety began to tighten around her chest.


  Somehow, she managed to keep her breathing steady and somewhat shut her mind to the dirty and defiling thoughts that trespassed on it. Each breath eased the tension until it was somewhat bearable.


  “Hey, there. You okay?”


  Gabby realized she’d stopped walking and pressed a hand to her chest. She faced the direction of the questioning voice. Two men in their twenties approached, one with a brown bag wrapped around an obvious bottle, the other taking a deep drag from a cigarette.


  The thoughts of both men raised a red flag in her mind and renewed the anxiety she had just managed to calm.


  “Fine,” she muttered, turning away. She managed a step before strong hands grabbed her shoulders. “Hey!”


  Her purse was ripped out of her hands. She grappled for the strap.


  “Hey! They’re robbing me!” Gabby yelled. She tugged on the strap, but the bottle wielder splayed his hand over her face and shoved. She shrieked, losing her balance and her grip on her purse. She hit the ground, hard. Pain shot up her hip and elbow as the men ran off. Slowly, she sat up, brushing pebbles and dirt from her clothes, fighting back the vicious stir of anxiety and the onset of tears. “Damn it to hell.”


  She needed that purse. She needed her meds. She wasn’t due for a refill for another couple of weeks. She could handle losing the twenty bucks Jill had shared with her from her tips. She hadn’t expected a dime on her first night. But she needed her medications.


  “Let me help you.”


  Gabby jerked her head up. A woman with dark hair, startling violet eyes, and a kind smile held out a hand. Gabby watched suspiciously until she heard nothing in the woman’s pleasant thoughts but concern. Cautiously, she allowed the woman to help her up.


  “They were brazen, robbing you so close to Bourbon Street. Did they get away with much?”


  Gabby sighed and brushed off her short skirt. “I have medications that I need. And some money.” She rubbed the back of her hand against her temple, trying to calm the raging storm inside her before it shattered her strength in public. “It’s just the shock of it all.”


  “I understand.” The woman, whose eclectic garb of velvet and frills and a hooded cloak reminded Gabby of the attire of a masquerade witch, dug into a pouch fastened to a belt slung around her hips. “I’m Amelia.” She held out a small circular disk on a leather cord. “Here.”


  Gabby looked at the offering. The disk was dark, bronze perhaps, with a red jewel set in the center. “No. I can’t accept it.” She motioned blindly toward the busy street ahead of them. “I should really find the cops.”


  “They won’t be able to do much at this point. Thieves are shadows here. Take this. It’ll protect you.”


  Gabby quirked a brow as she lifted her gaze to Amelia’s. The first person, surprisingly, who came to mind as she met the violet eyes was the obnoxious, intimidating regular from the club. Taryn. “I don’t understand. Why would you want to protect me?”


  “You’re new to the Big Easy. As exciting as it is, it’s still a city. And a city filled with…things you wouldn’t otherwise come in contact with.” She tilted her head, a delicate crease forming between two dark brows. “You are here for a reason, are you not?”


  Gabby straightened without taking her eyes off the smaller woman. Amelia nodded once.


  “I’m a psychic and a witch. I’ve seen you before tonight.” She pointed to her temple with a purple-painted nail. “You need protection, and if you’re not open to accepting it from a person quite yet, accept my gift.”


  “Do all of you openly admit to what you are here?”


  The woman’s smile turned knowing. “Do you even know what you are?”


  Gabby stared. Did she know? Yeah. She was a train wreck from a twisted home with little identity she could call her own. She was a penniless, voice-hearing crazy who housed more demons in her mind than any level of Hell might host overnight.


  The only thing that kept her going was a strange, unformed hope of something better that refused to let her be. It kept her afloat in her tarry sea of nightmares.


  Amelia moved her hand and the dangling bronze disk closer to Gabby. “Take it. Please. There are no strings attached. I want nothing in return. There are worse dangers that’ll hunt you down in this city than those two purse snatchers.”


  Gabby’s hand moved of its own accord. As her fingers slipped around the disk, she absorbed a flow of warmth that seemed to suffuse her chilled body.


  “Thank you.”


  Amelia’s eyes sparkled. “My pleasure. I must be going now. Perhaps you’d enjoy some time by the river? Just to make sure you don’t come across those two again. You never know what blessings might cross your path. You’re a lifetime overdue for kindness.”


  “Yeah.” Gabby squeezed the disk and brought her clenched fist tight to her chest. For the first time since arriving in this city, she found it in her to smile. Honestly smile. “Thank you again.”


  Amelia tilted her head in a regal bow and joined the pedestrians on the busy thoroughfare of Bourbon Street. Gabby wasn’t sure when the woman melted into the crowd, but one moment she was there, the next she was gone.


  Not a single person seemed fazed by the strange occurrence.


  And the merciless thoughts that plagued Gabby’s head just a little while ago had…quieted. They weren’t gone, but the internal volume she’d never learned to control had subsided to a manageable level.


  She looked at the disk in her hand. A faint zing of energy soaked into her palm and she thought the red jewel flickered. Never had she given thought to the possibility of magic. There was no room for it in her bleak existence.


  Yet as she gazed into the jewel, she felt a barrier inside her crack just enough to let in a trickle of wonder. She held something magical in her hand. There was no other way to explain the heat and the energy, or the intermittent flickering of the jewel. She heard voices in her head that weren’t a result of a mental health issue, although it caused a cluster of them in return.


  I should go home.


  Oh, but Amelia’s suggestion of a stroll by the river sounded so peaceful. It would put off the unpleasantness that awaited her at the trailer.


  Gabby kept to the busier streets as she made her way to the river. Jackson Square bustled with artists and mediums and musicians. Café du Monde—her mouth watered as the sweet smell of fresh beignets and chicory coffee wafted toward her—appeared to be doing a brisk business despite the hour creeping close to midnight. She’d barely realized her steps had slowed as she neared the café until her stomach grumbled with hunger.


  Ugh.


  Almost a week without a decent meal, thanks again to her darling mother. She would take a plate of anything, even if it was covered in powdered sugar.


  Dipping her head, she firmly turned away from the café and continued to the riverfront at a quicker pace. The chill of the night easily seeped through her sweater jacket and she shivered as she settled on an empty bench, away from the torturous aromas of sweets she couldn’t indulge in.


  Her fingers clenched the disk. Each minute she spent staring out at the black water, spangled with the reflected lights of the distant bridge, energy trickled through her veins and an alien sense of calm fell over her mind.


  When was the last time I felt…content?


  There was no answer because the only contentment she felt was when she was alone. That wasn’t something her mother let happen often.


  Thirty years old, and her mother had destroyed her to the very core of who she might have been. She was aware of it, just didn’t know how to escape and cope with the damage. Too many years of abuse. Too many skeletons in the closet—


  “There’s a lot of Corvin in you, begging to come out.”


  Gabby gasped, jerking around to face the source of that voice.


  Taryn rounded the bench and held out a large cup of coffee with Café du Monde scrawled on the to-go cup.


  He shrugged. “A peace offering. You’re cold. You’ve been shivering for the last few minutes.”


  “Why are you here?” Gabby couldn’t find it in her to muster anger, regardless of Taryn’s antagonistic attitude at the bar. More surprisingly, she felt only mild uncertainty rather than the fear that should be coursing through her. She thought she saw subtle regret in his eyes, eyes that she could swear glowed in the darkness. “Why are you following me?”


  The blasted man grinned and shrugged. “Trust me. It’s better I’m following you than some of the other lowlifes in this city. I won’t hurt you.”


  Yeah. Right.


  He sure had a funny way of proving it. He’d been far from charming in the club, his words sharp enough to cut.


  “I was out of line earlier. I apologize.” He moved the cup closer, tempting her. “Here.” He nodded to the bag he held in the same hand as a second cup. “Got some beignets, too.”


  Keeping a wary eye on him, she cautiously accepted the cup. The hot drink instantly warmed her icy fingers, which then caused her teeth to chatter. The heat apparently reminded her body the night was unnaturally cool, Louisiana or no.


  “You followed me to apologize. I find that hard to believe,” Gabby said, lowering the cup to rest on her knee. She wished she could summon her earlier disgust. It didn’t help that the man standing beside her was mouth-wateringly gorgeous. It was more than disconcerting, when she was usually immune to men, attractive or otherwise. There were no thoughts coming from him. His mind was silent. But she sensed a strange energy flowing from him. One that countered her natural wariness, leaving her in a state of confusion over this illogical comfort. “It’s creepy.”


  He chuckled and gazed out at the river. The sound was deep and gravelly and alluring. Gabby found herself watching him, picking him apart in her mind, trying to find something seriously wrong with him. His hair was tied in a knot at the nape of his neck, but sandy blond tendrils had escaped to flutter around his angular face in the breeze that came off the river. The dim glow from the nearest lamppost added depth to his features and a strange flicker of red to his russet eyes.


  “Funny, because I had the creeper talk with my buddy a couple months ago, only then it was him, not me.” He brought is attention back to her. She wished he hadn’t as flames licked through her gut, stirring that hated feeling of arousal to life.


  But…after the initial strike, her body’s involuntary reaction was almost natural.


  “Mind if I sit?” Taryn asked.


  “Free world, right?” Gabby shifted to put more space between them as Taryn settled himself on the bench beside her. She cradled the coffee cup in her hands, chasing the cold from her skin. “You said I had a lot of someone in me. Who were you talking about?”


  “First”—Taryn held out his hand—“I should introduce myself. Taryn Chovetz.”


  Gabby scrutinized him. She had no idea what lay beneath the leather jacket and that expensive-looking shirt. What muscles he might have to overpower her and yank her into his arms—


  He’s not Mom’s trash.


  She swallowed down the bile that rose in her throat and accepted his hand.


  An explosion of sensation rocked her to her core the instant they connected, skin to skin. A gasp wrenched from her lips. That soothing energy she had felt in him ripped through her on a wave of fire.


  “Let…go,” she managed to say, only to realize she was the one who clung to his hand for dear life even after he opened his fingers to release her. “What are you? Why can’t I hear you?”


  Taryn tilted his head and concern flickered over his expression.


  Gabby yanked her hand back, the cup falling from her knee as she tried to scramble to her feet. She stumbled and fell into the corner of the bench. She didn’t see Taryn move, but somehow he caught the cup before it hit the ground. Eyes on her, his motion deliberate and calculated not to startle, he placed the coffee cup between them on the bench.


  “Would you be willing to give me a chance to start from the beginning?” Taryn asked.


  Gabby’s lips moved, but she couldn’t find her voice. She held tight to the bench—one hand wrapped around the wrought-iron arm with the disk pressed painfully tight in her palm, the other gripping the top slat of the bench back—and stared at Taryn in shock, awe, and disbelief.


  He reached down to the shadowed ground beside him.


  Every warning siren blared to life in her head.


  Run!


  Go!


  Now!


  She remained frozen in place.


  Her breath ceased when he brought his hand up.


  And held out her purse.


  



  



  Chapter Three


  



  Taryn wasn’t sure if Gabby was about to scream or faint. The startling pace of her heart, her held breath, her widened eyes concerned him. Her knuckles were gray from holding the bench so tightly and every muscle in her body had tensed to the breaking point. She clutched the talisman Amelia had given her like it was a lifeline.


  Her thoughts. Goddess, her thoughts made him dizzy. Just as they had at the club.


  He hadn’t expected to find Amelia on the sidewalk not far from the club after his abrupt departure. The vision she described concerning the woman sitting beside him was alarming enough. He had been so wrapped up in his thoughts, his anger, he nearly missed the moment the purse thieves approached Gabby.


  He hadn’t rummaged through her purse after he chased down the imbeciles and taught them an excruciating lesson. However, he was tempted to find out what kind of pills were rattling around inside, the pills she so desperately needed at the club.


  “Gabby, calm down.”


  He lowered the purse to the bench between them and slowly, cautiously, reached for her knee. Her heels slid frantically over the sidewalk as she tried to push away from him. Her knee hit his hand and he squeezed gently, injecting a warm sense of calm through their nascent bond. The transformation happened before his eyes as her shoulders began to drop and her fingers loosened their grip. She finally took a breath, though obvious tremors skated along her muscles.


  “Easy. I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.”


  Something about her panicked reaction assured him he would be protecting her from much more than the threat of the Baroqueth or random purse snatchers. What kind of life had she led to this point to instill such an extreme reaction? “I waited for you to get off work to apologize, but you slipped out under my nose.” A shameful confession for one who was supposedly a great and mighty predator. “I saw them take your purse and went after them. That’s all. Everything is in there. They didn’t have a chance to go through it.”


  She reached for her purse and pulled it onto her lap. “Did you?”


  “Not my style.”


  Had he not been watching her so closely, he would’ve missed the wisp of humor that touched the outer corner of her mouth as she rummaged through her purse. He heard the rattle of pills in a bottle, or bottles, but she kept them out of sight.


  “Why was my mother’s name so important to you?”


  She kept her head bowed, busy with her purse. Strands of blond hair fell over her forehead, silky waves catching sparks in the dim lamplight. Her skin was creamy, albeit a little pale, but her lips were flush and full and pink.


  Taryn drank her in. Memorized every little detail as he drew his hand from her knee, confident she was calm enough to think rationally.


  One day, he’d unravel the mystery of her mind. For now, he needed to grovel a bit for forgiveness and start earning her trust.


  “Are you close to her?”


  Her hands froze. She looked up at him, her expression blank. Only her blue eyes held any emotion, and it was far from what he’d seen in other women at the mention of their mothers.


  She asked tonelessly, “Aren’t all children close to their mothers?”


  “Depends. Most are. Some aren’t. And then there are those who are trapped in a cycle they can’t escape.”


  Her brows furrowed. She pulled her purse strap onto her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I should get going. I’ve had a long day.”


  Taryn cursed himself silently as she stood.


  “I doubt the Janice I knew has changed. And if that’s so, she’ll keep spinning the cycle.”


  Gabby jumped to her feet and pinned him with a disgusted look. “Is that why you wanted to know who my mother was? Because she screwed you, too, and now you want revenge? Or did you fuck her and want to make sure you’re not keeping it in the family?”


  He sighed. Seemed Janice hadn’t changed much over the last few decades.


  “Neither. I have my own opinions of her. The real Janice.”


  Gabby scowled and crossed her arms over her chest with a humph. “I think I know the real Janice. I’ve lived under her roof for thirty years.”


  Taryn reined in his comments, speculation, and opinions. He would end up in the same place he had been earlier this night if he pushed. Until he understood this woman—his lifemate—and what trickery her mother might have instilled in her, he’d do best to be cautious.


  As it stood, he thought Gabby presented a façade of strength and a whip of a tongue to protect something delicate or even broken on the inside. He wasn’t sure which, but was leaning toward the latter. Broken, he could fix. Or would fix, if it took his last breath.


  “How do you know my mother?”


  Goddess, he needed to get past the vehemence. The anxiety he sensed skating just beneath her skin warned of another impending panic attack. The last thing he wanted was to set off another fit of fear, one that would draw too much attention from passersby in the Square and the nearby café.


  Well, reconciliation is going right down the drain.


  “I knew her a long time ago. Not good memories, and certainly not a good reputation. She was after one thing, one person, and seems to have succeeded. I can tell you the truth, tell you more, but I’m not sure you’d be willing to hear it.” He folded his hands between his knees and leaned his elbows on his thighs. “At least, from me.”


  “I’m not sure, either.”


  “Gabby, listen—”


  “Wait.” Her head tilted and her eyes filled with a mixture of fear and ice. “How do you know my name?”


  Taryn tapped his forehead. “I can hear you.” He raised his brows at her gasp. “You understand that, I suppose?”


  Gabby blinked several times before she gave her head a small shake. “I’ve gotta go.”


  He listened to the clipped taps of her boots as she began to put words into action. He stared out at the dark waters of the river, giving her a handful of strides to put some distance between them.


  “What has she told you, Gabby?” The tap of her boots stopped and the breeze suddenly grew stifling and dense. He tented his fingers and continued to look out over the water. “What has she told you about your father? About me? What poison has she fed you since Corvin was killed? Has she warned you of the dangers that hunt you? Us?”


  “Your dangers are nothing compared to the dangers I face every day.”


  The pain in her voice brought him around. Her eyes sparkled with tears and hatred and shame. She hugged her arms around herself, lowering her head.


  “Do you know about the Keepers?” Taryn asked quietly, putting the question more into her head than speaking it aloud. “Lifemates?”


  She shivered. She let out a sharp breath, shook her head, and fled toward the stairs away from the river. As she disappeared in the crowd, his dragon tracked her through the amulet. While he’d spent the last month sulking at the prospect of being a pawn to a greedy, grasping woman, his friend Amelia had the foresight to create a protective piece that might offer comfort to his lifemate.


  After the last few minutes, he realized he wasn’t the only pawn on Janice’s board.


  Gabby certainly wasn’t fawning over him, which he found both a relief and disconcerting. Until meeting Gabby, he would have bet his soul that a daughter of Janice’s, fed lies and outrageous stories about piles of gold, would have jumped him faster than he could blink.


  Not Gabby. She hid, ran, verbally attacked.


  Gabby rejected him.


  His cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his jacket pocket and accepted the call. “Yeah.”


  “Would you like me to stop her?” Amelia asked.


  Sweet Amelia. He’d be lost without her. Theirs had never been a romantic connection. Their friendship mirrored a brother-sister bond. She kept his head level. Right now, she was working overtime doing just that.


  “No. Let her go.” He blinked slowly, allowing his dragon to take over his sight. Through the thermal gaze and despite the growing distance between them, he easily tracked the jewel of the amulet through Gabby’s fingers as she clenched it, the hurried path she took to her destination. “She’d fight me tonight. She needs to let this encounter sink in.”


  “You won’t have much time, Taryn. Your enemies are going to reemerge soon. They’ve been silent too long.”


  He sighed. Since the Baroqueth slayers had come out of hiding, any length of time that went by with no sign of them did not bode well. The last attack could have been catastrophic, to both the dragons and humanity.


  With only eight Firestorm dragons remaining, survival was crucial.


  “I’ll call you tomorrow.” He disconnected the call and slipped his phone back in his pocket as he continued to track Gabby. He did not move until she reached her destination—an unkempt trailer park on the outskirts of the Quarter.


  When he finally blinked away his dragon vision, he tipped his chin to stare at his tightly knotted fingers. He flexed his hands, fighting down the desire to trek straight to that park and rescue Gabby from such a sad, vulnerable place.


  He knew he couldn’t. He had to learn the demons she battled first. The dangers she claimed to face daily.


  “You can only run so far for so long.”


  



  



  Chapter Four


  



  “Get up!”


  Gabby jerked upright, heart thundering in her chest. For a confused instant, she couldn’t remember where she was.


  Until her mother yanked the blanket off her legs and smacked the back of her calf. The sting was enough to shatter the last of her fatigue.


  “What the hell is wrong with you? Sleeping in the damn car.” Janice stepped back and pointed to the rundown trailer. “Get inside. Now.”


  Gabby glanced up at the door to the trailer and felt nauseous. Jack, her mother’s boyfriend of the month, stood at the top of the stairs wearing a pair of low-slung pajama pants and nothing else. His dark eyes pierced through her, his menacing grin anything but pleasant.


  God, the shit she’d seen between him and her mother was enough to make any decent person retch. Stuff she’d been forced to watch.


  You’re not a decent person. You’re trash. You’re a whore. You’re just like her.


  Her stomach roiled.


  “What I’d do to you, sweet doll. Ohh, what I’d do to you.”


  Her stomach gave a heave at Jack’s crude thoughts. Doll. She hated that word. Hated it so much. Every one of Janice’s boyfriends addressed her as doll. She didn’t know if it was under her mother’s orders, or simply a trait shared by the type of men Janice favored.


  “Well? Whatchya waiting for, girl? Get the hell in the house. I’m freezing my damn ass off out here,” Janice snapped.


  Gabby fumbled with her purse and scooted out of the back seat of the beat-up sedan. One of the pink-and-purple balls of false hair fell to the ground, the pins that secured it giving up, but she didn’t retrieve it. Her back and neck ached from sleeping curled up on a seat with more than one broken spring. Her clothes smelled like stale smoke from the blanket and the car.


  She wanted a shower. Needed a shower.


  Jack’s presence ruined any immediate hope of that happening. No way. Not while he licked his lips like a hungry beast and adjusted his erection in his pants.


  She sidled past Janice and received a smack on the back of her head. “Fucking waste of my time. All damn morning, I’ve been looking for you. ’Bout ready to call the damn police. You ungrateful…Jack, she’s off limits.”


  The corner of Gabby’s mouth twitched as she ducked her head and inched by Jack. The bastard didn’t move, forcing her to brush against him to get into the trailer. His predatory smile shot a dose of ice into her veins.


  Yearning hit her, sending her thoughts to the night before. To Taryn. Oh, what she’d give to go back to the river and not have run away from him. He may have been a complete ass at the club, but at least he’d tried to make up for his behavior.


  He’d been decent and she’d left. Left with questions unanswered and more confusion than she’d felt in a long time.


  Janice gave her a shove between the shoulder blades, pushing her all the way to the small bedroom at the back of the trailer. Gabby looked over her shoulder to see Jack following them. Her mother noticed him and jabbed a finger toward the front of the trailer.


  “I said no! Get back before I put you back myself,” Janice shouted. Jack groused something unintelligible as Janice slammed the door of the small room shut and spun on Gabby. Her eyes flared with frustration and anger. “You are not homeless, girl. You don’t sleep in cars. And where the hell were you last night? I was up past midnight and you still hadn’t showed up.”


  Gabby shrugged. “I stayed late at the club. You know”—she met her mother’s gaze—“to make a good impression.”


  Janice waved away her excuse and grabbed a pack of cigarettes from the nightstand. “How much did you make?”


  “Nothing. I’m training. I don’t make tips yet,” she lied.


  “Should be laws against that type of slavery.” Janice lit the end of her cigarette with a snap of a slender lighter, sucked in a deep breath and blew smoke in Gabby’s face. Gabby coughed and waved away the disgusting poison. “Oh, stop that, girl. You’ve been around it all your life.” Janice held out the pack. “Have one.”


  “I don’t smoke, Mom. You know that.”


  “Wuss.” Janice rolled her eyes and tossed the pack on the unmade bed. “Was he at the club?”


  Gabby raised her brows, doing her best to hold her breath against the rancid odor of smoke and sex. She hated that her mother could hide her thoughts from her whenever she wanted to.


  “Was who at the club?”


  This time, Gabby was fast enough to duck the swat.


  “Look at you. Growing a set of balls. Finally.” Janice chuckled. “You know damn well who I’m talking about. Him. Taryn.”


  “Don’t know. I was busy learning my new job.” Maybe it was time she grew a set, as her mother so dearly put it. Starting with saving up enough money to get out of this place. No more paying her mother for nonsense. But where would she go? How would she survive? She barely had a high school education, if that. Her work history was less than impressive, they’d moved around so much. “I need to get ready for the day. I have to be back at the club when it opens.”


  Janice tilted her head and looked at her daughter appraisingly. “Think your skirts need to be a little shorter. He’ll want to see the goods he’s getting.”


  Gabby winced.


  Janice snatched at the remaining pink-and-purple-streaked hairpiece and ripped it free of the pins that secured it to the side of Gabby’s head, careless of any pain she caused her daughter in the process. “And don’t wear these again. They look ridiculous.”


  Gabby refrained from pointing out that the brightly colored buns had been Janice’s idea. Her mother nodded to herself and left the bedroom.


  Gabby toed the door closed, ignoring Jack’s insulting motion with his fist next to his mouth and his tongue probing the inside of his cheek, and sank onto the edge of the bed. She dropped her head into her hands, unsure of whether she wanted to scream or cry, or both. She felt exhausted down to her soul, her mind spent. Her confidence was non-existent.


  God, this was her life. A horrible, disgusting nightmare. It had always been so. Degrading, despairing, humiliating.


  Her throat tightened. The invisible band around her chest cinched. She fought to catch her breath. Fear and panic, caused by what lay beyond the door and what crouched inside her head, worked in tandem to beat her down.


  She fumbled with her purse and pulled out two prescription bottles. Her hand shook as she worked the caps off, poured pills into her hand and swallowed them without water. Anything to stop the onset of another panic attack. Anything to numb the self-loathing and shame.


  Anything to stop the hurt.


  Maybe she would be better off living on the streets. Maybe she could survive on meager wages and minimal sustenance. She was thirty years old, for God’s sake.


  It would be far better than the torture of what she came home to. A body that was not her own, a mind that was constantly invaded by others.


  She had no idea when the tears started to fall, but by the time she sniffled and swiped them away, a familiar numbness had taken over. The lack of feeling. The lack of caring.


  Another day. She’d survive another day.


  She had for almost thirty-one years.


  You’re such a pathetic waste of life.


  “We’ll be back, baby girl,” Janice cooed from the main part of the trailer, her tone shockingly sweet. Gabby never knew whether she was going to get beaten or coddled. “Want anything for breakfast?”


  “No,” Gabby muttered. She picked up one of her bottles, listening for the telltale sign of solitude, and stared blankly at the label. Oh, it would be so easy to fall asleep…


  Taryn’s image rose in her head like a beacon. Raw heat suffused her body, wiping out the medicine’s numbing chill. It made her heart thump hard and her breaths shorten. A tantalizing memory of his scent, like bonfire smoke blended with exotic spices, touched her nose. She glanced around the bedroom, half expecting to find him standing in this embarrassing mess. The disappointment that filled her when she found herself alone was both heavy and unwarranted.


  What would he ever want with a woman like her? Filled with demons and shadows and secrets.


  Broken.


  Splintered beyond repair.


  Lifemate or not, she was worthless.


  “Who believes in lifemates anyhow? What a load of shit.”


  Tossing the bottle into her purse, she stood up and rolled out her shoulders. No use daring to believe her mother’s fantasies about an inheritance and any kind of a different life.


  “Time to snap out of this, girl.”


  And she would. Thirty-one years was long enough. Either she would finally break free of her mother’s poisonous hold, or she would die doing so.


  Whatever the day held, she was at least glad to be alone for a shower.


  Small blessings were her lifelines.


  * * *


  There was no way in hell Gabby intended to be home when Janice returned with Jack. She couldn’t stand another second around that despicable piece of garbage boyfriend and his putrid thoughts. She dressed in a pair of worn blue jeans, sneakers, a plain sweater and her knit jacket, rolled up a set of clothes and her shoes for work, and hurried out of the trailer. The extra bag on her shoulder was more of a nuisance than anything, but if it freed her from this black hole that was her life for the day, so be it.


  The air had a brutal chill for Louisiana, the wind merciless as it whipped her damp hair across her face. She dug into her purse for an elastic and pulled her hair up into a messy bun. Her first stop: coffee. With twenty bucks to spare, she’d give in to the small indulgence. It definitely beat the sludge her mother bought.


  She found a quiet coffee shop before the craze of the French Quarter. She stepped into the cozy shop and inhaled deeply. The smell of fresh roasted coffee and warm confections made her sigh with pleasure.


  “Welcome! What can I get started for you?” the barista asked from behind a narrow counter lined with dishes of dome-covered pastries. Gabby’s mouth watered and her jaw tightened.


  “Wow. Everything looks fantastic.” What she’d give to be able to add one of those Danishes to her order. “Just a medium coffee, please.”


  “One medium coffee for the young lady,” the man said with a bright smile. She couldn’t help but smile back as she dug her wallet from her purse. A momentary worry snagged her glee when she realized she was so focused on her pills she had never checked to make sure the thieves hadn’t taken her wallet. Or that Taryn hadn’t taken her money.


  You took a stranger at his word, you foolish girl.


  She fumbled with her wallet as she unsnapped the flap and opened up the fold.


  She blinked.


  “Coffee, ma’am. There’s cream, milk and sugars at the station over there.”


  Gabby jerked her head up, confusion flooding her mind. The barista’s smile faltered.


  “Is everything okay?”


  Gabby cleared her throat, her brows furrowing. “I, uh…uh, yeah. Yeah. Everything’s fine. Here.” She pulled out a twenty from the thick wad of bills that filled her wallet. “Actually, may I have one of those strawberry Danishes, too?”


  “Of course! For here or to go?” he asked, pulling the glass dome from one plate.


  “For here.”


  “Very good.”


  Gabby brushed the tip of her finger over the bills, catching glimpses of hundreds and fifties. It certainly looked like her wallet. She checked to make sure the license in the viewing panel was her own. She knew the medications were in her purse. It was her purse. This was her wallet.


  This was not her money.


  Where on earth did this come from?


  She paid for her items and moved to a small table in the back corner of the shop. There were only a few patrons at other tables enjoying their coffees or pastries. She rubbed the back of her neck as she sat, keeping her purse on her lap as she tried to figure out how her wallet filled up with money overnight.


  “You never know what blessings might cross your path. You’re a lifetime overdue for kindness.”


  Amelia’s soft-spoken words fluttered through her head. Over and over, she heard the woman’s voice repeat those same two lines, followed by flashes of Taryn.


  “Girl, the guy’s loaded. More money than you can imagine. That’s our future, and we’re going to get it. You’re going to earn it because that security belongs to us.”


  “No way,” she whispered. She wasn’t about to believe that Taryn had slipped money into her purse. Not after the way he treated her at the club. She dug out the amulet from the inside pocket of her purse and twisted it over in her hand. The metal felt warm and the red stone flickered with the same strange light it had last night.


  “It’s close. I sense the magic from that witch.”


  “Think he’s with her?”


  Gabby’s head jerked up as she heard the thoughts. No. They weren’t thoughts. This was different. It was a conversation she heard in her head. A conversation between two people.


  She thumbed the stone before shoving the amulet back into her purse.


  “Damn it. I lost it. Gone. But it’s somewhere on this street. Check the shops. We’ll find her. Those wards will come down.”


  A shudder left a line of goose bumps over her skin despite the layers of clothes and the pleasantly warm shop. Wards. Magic. Witches. These new threads of conversations. Were they speaking telepathically? Or was she suddenly able to listen in on conversations happening over a distance?


  Why?


  One more leg to this crazy you suffer, Gabby.


  Her gut instinct nudged her to leave. A whisper of warning in the very back of her mind. The longer she sat here, tense and fearful, the stronger that warning became. Strong to the point her stomach refused to allow her to enjoy the Danish or the coffee.


  With a quiet sigh, she gathered her bags, her coffee and pastry, and returned to the counter.


  “Is it not to your liking?” the man asked, clearly concerned.


  Gabby mustered a smile. “Actually, I just remembered I have an appointment. Do you have a box or a bag for the pastry?”


  “Of course.” The man hurried toward the far end of the counter as the bell over the door jingled to announce the arrival of another customer.


  Ice trickled down her spine. She resisted the urge to look as every damn cell in her body screamed for her to run.


  “Welcome! I’ll be right with you, gentlemen.” The barista returned with a small plastic box. “Here, ma’am. I’ll put it right in there for you.”


  “Thanks.”


  Her nerves jangled as the atmosphere at her back thickened. An odd, ozone-like scent seemed to filter through the delightful aromas of coffee and sweets, like energy building before a lightning strike. She tasted it at the back of her throat.


  “Here you go.”


  Gabby held herself in check so as not to snatch the box and run. She smiled, hoping to hide her discomfort behind the fake gesture. “Thanks so much.”


  As she turned to the door with her head down, she stole a glance at the two men who had entered the shop. They watched her with intense, silver-flecked eyes. Black hair, black clothes, and strange tattoos on the sides of their faces added to the eerie, dangerous vibe that almost oozed from them.


  No wonder her internal warning sirens were going berserk.


  As she reached the door, one of them spoke.


  “Smells like a Keeper.”


  She didn’t stop, just pushed the door open. She had no idea what a Keeper was, though the term sounded familiar. Hadn’t Taryn mentioned it last night? She wasn’t going to stick around to find out.


  “Definitely not,” the other said.


  “Wanna bet? Where’s Malla?”


  Outside, Gabby refrained from glancing back. It was safer not to acknowledge their strange conversation. Obviously, they had her mixed up with someone else. Maybe that Malla chick?


  The jingle of the door’s bell sent her heart racing.


  She dared a glance over her shoulder.


  The men, brooding beasts with their strange eyes fixed on her, followed her at a lazy gait. She tried to hear their thoughts again. The silence that met her attempt was anything but comforting.


  She was beginning to think her mother’s plan to come to New Orleans was part of some scheme to get rid of Gabby in the vilest manner. Was this one of her mother’s twisted “preparation courses” for her existence as a lifemate?


  Panic seized her as she listened to the heavy footsteps behind her get closer. Her vision began to darken when her lungs refused to stretch with each breath.


  No, no, no. Not here. Not now.


  She picked up her pace, trying to stave off a full-blown anxiety attack. The footsteps kept on her heels.


  What would they do when they caught her? Beat her, for sure. How badly? A chill speared her. She tried to swallow the growing lump of fear in her throat.


  When she turned the corner toward the busier section of the Quarter, she shot a glance over her shoulder.


  Two sets of strange eyes glinted with malice.


  Oh, God, she would die at their hands. She just knew it.


  With a strangled cry, Gabby took off at a run. If she could make it to Bourbon—


  Steel wrapped around her arm. A strong hand clamped over her mouth as her body was jerked into a deep-set doorway.


  A familiar scent encased her as the view in front of her became hazy.


  She watched, wide-eyed, as the two men ran right by the doorway without a glance. She couldn’t breathe. She didn’t bother fighting the hold on her. She couldn’t as her mind and her body gave in to uncontrolled panic.


  “Relax. You’re safe.”


  Sweet, sweet heaven. The warmth that filled her with that telepathic voice and the flood of reassurance allowed her lungs to suck in air as his hand lifted from her mouth.


  The scent of fire and spice weakened her knees. Faintness followed on the heels of oxygen. The hard body behind her was a perfect support, as was the solid arm around her waist as her legs gave out.


  “We can’t stay here,” a female voice whispered. “My magic will only hold so long before her projection fails. They’ll retrace their steps when they realize they’ve been chasing a mirage.”


  The support behind her shifted and she grappled for his arm before she fell on her ass.


  Those strong arms encased her again, this time in a firm embrace with her front flush against the solid muscle of his chest.


  Her eyes narrowed on the two people crowded against the door with her.


  Taryn.


  And Amelia?


  Taryn’s expression was anything but the kind, gentle expression from the riverbank. He resembled a predator about to fiercely defend his territory. Amelia’s face wore the same serenity it had last night, albeit with a shadow of urgency.


  In the muddled mess of her head, Gabby couldn’t make sense of the two. “What are you doing here?”


  Amelia pressed a finger to her lips in a gesture to be quiet.


  Taryn met her gaze. “It seems I’m saving you.”


  He spoke to her. Directly to her. A conversation in her head. Textbook telepathy.


  Her mouth fell open. “How—”


  Taryn pursed his lips and shushed her. “Keep quiet. Amelia’s magic can hide us, but they’ll hear us if they come back.”


  Amelia peered around the doorway to scan the street. She waved her hand at Taryn and Gabby to follow and stepped onto the sidewalk.


  Taryn’s gaze lingered on Gabby. “Will you be okay to walk? Fast?”


  She nodded, although she wasn’t sure how her legs would hold up. His eyes probed her, leaving burning trails over her face that most certainly flushed her cheeks despite the chill in the air.


  “Let’s go.”


  Taryn’s arms fell away from her and his hand clasped hers. He led her down the sidewalk at a clipped pace, the witch a few steps ahead as they walked away from the bustling center of the Quarter.


  “Where are you taking me?” she demanded quietly. There was no ignoring the zaps of sensation that skittered up her arm from their clasped hands. The touch didn’t unleash the strong connection that erupted when their hands touched the night before, but then again, she was basking in a vat of heat, compliments of the furnace that was Taryn.


  “Somewhere safe,” he said without looking at her.


  She had a fleeting thought of digging her heels into the ground and resisting, but the urgency in their steps and the strange men who had chased her left Gabby with two choices—go with the people who hadn’t threatened her or wait for a known threat to return. Figuring she’d suffered enough threats in her life, Gabby would rather take a chance on Amelia and Taryn.


  Maybe all of her mother’s mumbo jumbo about Taryn being her lifemate was nonsense. Seemed he was paired up with Amelia. She didn’t blame him. As eccentric as the witch was, she was also beautiful and seemingly kind.


  Gabby was about to demand more information when Amelia hung a sharp right through a gate that opened without her touching it. They followed the witch down a narrow walkway to a door. Amelia unlocked it and herded them inside.


  “They shouldn’t be able to trace us here,” Amelia said, closing and locking the door behind them. Gabby took in the living space, furnished with simple wood-framed furniture and plush cushions. Several bunches of what she thought were herbs hung from the ceiling and the windows, all in different states of drying. “Make yourself at home. I’ll put on some water for tea.”


  “Thanks,” Gabby murmured. Taryn let go of her hand and crossed the room to a large birdcage. She cocked her head. “Is that a…crow?”


  “Talib? Yes.”


  Gabby ignored the clattering in the kitchen. The crow squawked at Taryn and ruffled its feathers.


  Her eyes narrowed. Did smoke just come out of Taryn’s nose?


  “Taryn, stop teasing him. Why must I tell you that every time you’re here?” Amelia scolded, stepping up beside Gabby. She nudged Gabby’s arm. “Taryn has to make his dominance known. Every time. Poor bird.”


  “If he hadn’t tried to peck my eyes out the first time I met him, I wouldn’t have to remind him who’s boss.” Taryn flashed the witch a wickedly charming smile. “We have an understanding.”


  “You’re impossible.” Amelia’s grin gave away her humor. “I’m going to bring out a plate of scones and shortbread. Gabriella, would you care for a fruit, herbal, or floral tea?”


  Gabby eyed the woman. “How did you know my name?”


  “I’ve seen you before last night, remember?” Amelia’s eyes held hers for a silent and intense moment. Gabby realized in those quiet seconds that there was a good chance the witch saw more about her past than she cared to accept. “I think you’ll benefit from herbal, and I have just the mix. I’ll be right back.”


  “Gabriella.”


  Gabby’s lungs twisted in her chest and her throat closed up tight. The sound of her full name rolling off Taryn’s tongue was as erotic as the fire licking in her belly. Slowly, she turned to face Taryn, who had crossed the small living room on silent steps to stand within arm’s reach. A very carnal edge replaced the humor in his eyes. As dangerous as he appeared, Gabby couldn’t help the fierce attraction that sputtered inside her head and body.


  She stepped back, earning herself a raised brow. “I don’t think your girlfriend would appreciate you looking at me like that,” she said on a hushed breath, casting a glance toward the kitchen for effect. “Does she know you met me at the river last night?”


  “Amelia is a close friend, but certainly not my girlfriend. Nor has she ever been. And yes. She knows about last night because she was the one I vented to outside the club.”


  Gabby straightened her shoulders and narrowed her eyes on Taryn. “Vented. You vented to your friend about what? My mother?”


  Taryn snorted. This time, she couldn’t dismiss the smoke that erupted from his nostrils. The smell of smoke confirmed what her eyes beheld.


  She stumbled back with a gasp. “What the hell?” She hit a chair and toppled over it. She barely caught herself on the table when Taryn clasped her arms to bring her upright. She shrieked at the sight of the claws that had formed at the tips of his fingers. “Holy shit, let go!”


  “Your mother, Gabriella, somehow managed to lay with my Keeper and become pregnant with you. A day before he was killed by the same sorcerers who chased you out of the coffee shop. Did she tell you that? Or just that I am loaded and I’ll set you up for life? Set her up?”


  Gabby struggled to draw air into her lungs. His voice faded, as did the twisted and fierce image of his face. She whimpered, a fist clenched to her chest as she fought the gray, the black, swirling around her.


  Smoke. Claws. And the flash of fire in his eyes.


  She swore she saw something red flutter along his hairline.


  “What are you?”


  Taryn’s eyes widening was the last thing she saw.


  “You don’t know about dragons…”


  



  



  Chapter Five


  



  “Sweet beloved Goddess, Taryn.”


  Amelia rushed toward the sofa as Taryn settled an unconscious Gabriella on the plush cushions. He stepped back as his friend shoved herself between him and the befuddling woman.


  “I warned you to be easy with her. Your animosity toward her mother should not be directed at her,” Amelia scolded, tossing a hard glance over her shoulder. “How much of the dragon did you show her?”


  Taryn shrugged. “Some smoke.” He raised a hand and wiggled his partially extended talons. Amelia groaned, rolling her eyes to the ceiling as she turned back to Gabriella. “Maybe a hint in the eyes.”


  “Damn it, Taryn.” Amelia swept her hands over Gabriella’s head without touching her. A low blue haze curled from her fingertips. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”


  Taryn shook free of his confusion and growled. “This is Janice we’re talking about, Meel. The woman doesn’t know how to keep her mouth shut for anything or anyone. The last thing I’d expect is the witch to keep us a secret from her own daughter. The beacon of hope for a well-off future, courtesy of my centuries’ old fortune.”


  He earned himself a caustic glance.


  “Bitch. Not witch. You know what I meant.”


  Amelia flicked her fingers. A bunch of dangling herbs smacked him in the back of the head.


  “Damn it, Meel!”


  “Exactly. Now”—she stood up, giving her hands a shake so the blue haze dissipated—“I expect you to heed my warning.” She stepped close to Taryn and hissed, “Her past is a nightmare within a nightmare. Do not think for one moment the woman who is on my sofa is anything like the woman who seduced your Keeper for impure reasons.” She dusted her hands together in front of Taryn’s face. Flickers of blue sprang from the motion. Taryn scowled. “Besides, you are obviously attracted to her.”


  She wagged her brows at him before gliding back into the kitchen. Taryn adjusted said attraction in his jeans, annoyed that since Gabriella’s appearance at the club the night before, any passing thought of the woman made him hard.


  “You plan on filling me in on what you’ve seen about her?” he called, raking a hand through the strands of hair that had fallen into his face. He was half temped to stalk his darling friend into the kitchen to demand his answers. Despite the rough road thus far, he refused to leave Gabriella’s side in such a vulnerable state, even if he kept his back to her. “I mean, you knew her full name and didn’t think to share?”


  “Her past is not my business to discuss.” Amelia leaned around the archway between the living area and the kitchen. Her lavender eyes glowed with residual magic. “You already had an idea what her name was. And you could’ve easily found out from Rodney, which you would’ve done had I not disclosed it first.”


  She disappeared again. “What I will say, Taryn, is that you’re going to have to earn her trust sooner than later. She needs a place where she’s safe. Not just from the Baroqueth or her mother, but from herself.”


  Taryn’s shoulders slumped as he ground his teeth together. Amelia was right. The damn woman was always right. He might not like the fact that Gabriella—he liked that version of her name far better than the childish Gabby—was in any way related to Janice, but she was also Corvin’s child. He saw his Keeper in her eyes. Her cheeks. The shape of her face. She was tall and willowy and downright beautiful.


  Slowly, he twisted at the waist, allowing his gaze to fall on the unconscious woman. An angel, with a serene expression on her face that had not been there minutes ago. He had never seen such fear before she fainted. He had been too engulfed in his hatred of Janice and his suspicion of Gabriella to notice she was practically choking to breathe. He missed the signs of her anxiety until it was too late.


  He thought she knew what he was.


  He would’ve sworn she knew.


  Janice hadn’t told her about what he was. What she was. All she knew was they were lifemates. Probably that he was her financial security.


  Well, he would be her security. Solely hers. Janice would be severely disappointed when reality bit her sorry ass.


  “Are you done moping?” Amelia asked, returning to the cozy living room with three mugs of tea expertly tangled in her fingers. She handed one steaming mug to him, the soothing scent of lavender and chamomile wafting up to his nose. He gratefully took a sip of the scalding brew, not that it could burn a fire-breather’s mouth. Amelia didn’t take her eyes off him as she placed a mug for Gabriella on the small table beside her sofa. “Because you have certainly outdone yourself over the last twenty-four hours. I don’t think I would’ve ever suspected you capable of temper tantrums at, what? Half a millennia old?”


  “Yes, Mom.”


  Amelia arched a brow. “You’re surrounded by hanging herbs.”


  Taryn let out a sharp breath and took another sip of tea, warily lifting his eyes to a bunch of something that dangled a few inches from his forehead. Talib squawked behind him, most likely enjoying the sight of his mistress putting Taryn in his place.


  “Taryn, is it so bad? Isn’t this more of a dream come true than a curse?”


  Reluctantly, he nodded, adjusting the mug in his hand to lower it by his leg. His eyes landed on Gabriella’s face again. So much of Corvin in her. Not much of Janice.


  But what nightmares did she live with? What would cause such severe anxiety? Such shame?


  Amelia stepped up to rest a small hand on his chest, drawing his attention from Gabriella. He avoided Amelia’s eyes for a few seconds, aware that she would see through his shields and straight into his soul when he conceded.


  And he did. Finally. He always did.


  “Each person makes what they will of their lives. She may be of Janice’s blood, but she is not Janice. Nor will she be Janice. Look at her, Taryn. Your gift when you held no hope. A miracle. The powers that be know what they’re doing. Just…believe.”


  “You know, I hate it when you sound so much wiser than me and you’re a fraction of my age.”


  Amelia laughed quietly as she lifted her mug to her lips. Her hand lowered and she stepped back. “Maybe that’s why we get along so well.”


  She snapped her fingers.


  Gabriella sat up with a sharp gasp, eyes wide. Her fingers gripped the sofa cushions, knuckles instantly turning white. The fear from a few minutes earlier returned to her expression.


  “Easy, Gabriella,” Amelia said soothingly, turning her attention to the frightened woman scrambling off the sofa. Gabriella lunged away when Amelia reached for her, and succeeded in falling back onto the sofa with a squeal.


  Taryn hurried to her side. She shrieked and swatted him across the face. “Get away from me!”


  The sting in his cheek barely matched the regret in his soul. He had caused this. “Gabriella, calm down. Please. I didn’t know.”


  “D-didn’t know? What? Didn’t know what?” She shimmied deeper into the corner of the sofa, her blue eyes wild as they jumped all around the room as though in search of escape. Taryn reached for her knee. She flung out her leg, kicking him in the ribs. “Get! Back!”


  “Taryn, step away. Give her some space,” Amelia suggested. Taryn grumbled under his breath, rubbing his ribs as he settled back on his heels. Amelia offered Gabriella the mug she’d set on the side table. “Here, dear. Try this. It’ll help relax you. Better than medication.”


  Gabriella froze. She stared at Amelia, her posture rigid. Amelia brought the mug a little closer to her, the kind smile on her mouth never wavering as she waited.


  At last, the frightened woman seemed to settle, her gaze snapping to Taryn. “You went through my purse.”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t go through it.”


  “The money. You were the only one who could have done it.”


  Oh. Right. That.


  “I didn’t go through your purse. Your wallet is quite sizeable. And it was on top. I didn’t look at anything else. And I didn’t go through your wallet, either. Just…added to the twenty.”


  “Why? What makes you think I need money?” Her fear suddenly turned into anger. “Do I look poor to you? Am I not up to your expectations?”


  Taryn narrowed his eyes. “Whoa. I didn’t imply anything of the sort. I was trying to help—”


  Gabriella dropped her feet to the floor with a thump and shoved his shoulders. He hadn’t realized he’d moved closer until she touched him. “I don’t need your help. I’ve been at this long enough to know how to survive.”


  What the hell had he said to unleash this combative side of her? “Gabriella—”


  She threw up her hand in a demand for silence as she pushed past him, ignoring Amelia and the tea. She snatched her purse, dug out her wallet, the bills he had placed there last night, and threw them at him.


  “I don’t want your money. I don’t need your money. I don’t need your help. I don’t know what you are, who you are, and I don’t care. My mother does. She cares.” She kicked a few bills that had landed at her feet. “She cares about all of this shit. She cares about your money.” Another kick and a grunt. “I don’t.” A flicker of some emotion fractured the rage in her eyes. “I never have. I just want to be alone.”


  The pain in that last word ripped through his chest. Taryn pressed to his feet and started toward her slowly, watching closely as the fit of fury buckled beneath the cresting shame. That fracture in her eyes. A reflection of her soul.


  “I don’t think you want to be alone,” he said softly. “But I don’t doubt you want to escape.”


  Her lips twitched. She dropped her wallet into her purse and slung the strap over her shoulder. “Yes. Escape. Here. There. Escape everywhere.” She grabbed her second bag and shot him a stormy glance. “Don’t follow me.”


  “Gabriella—”


  “Gabby,” she snapped. “It’s Gabby to you. Ga-bee. Not Gabriella. In fact”—she stalked toward the door—“forget my name. You won’t be needing it.”


  Taryn remained rooted where he stood, flabbergasted by her outburst and mentally counting Gabriella’s steps as she crossed the room. Amelia came to stand beside him and shrugged as his lifemate reached for the doorknob.


  The bolt slid into place with a resounding click.


  Gabriella twisted and tugged the doorknob. The door didn’t budge. She growled, a sound he’d find damn erotic had the situation been more in his favor.


  “Open the door!”


  “You can’t leave. Those men will come back, and when they do, it’ll be with more bodies. They’re hunting you now. Hunting us.” Taryn hooked the thumb of his free hand on one front pocket of his jeans. He took a sip of tea. Anything to calm the unfurling beast inside him.


  Gabriella jerked around. Her nostrils flared and a light pink flushed her cheeks. “Why? Who were they? Why do they care about me? A nobody?”


  Taryn stiffened. What the hell had Janice done to this woman? To his lifemate? “First rule. You are not a nobody, Gabriella. I don’t want to hear you talk like that.”


  Her mouth worked, but no sound came out. She blinked a few times.


  Taryn nodded once. “Good. Now that we have that settled, will you please calm down, enjoy the tea Amelia made for you, and let us talk like civil beings? I think we’re past due for introductions. Real introductions.”


  



  



  Chapter Six


  



  Magic. Everything was magic. The world. The ruin.


  She was magic, and she hated it.


  The energy she traced was magic, strong magic. But the wielder of that magic was nothing more than a gifted human. She’d sensed this particular flavor of energy before. Numerous times, in fact, since tracing Syn and his lifemate to New Orleans.


  Yet the human practitioner dodged her every time.


  Malla twisted away from the deeply inset doorway and tried to get a feel for which direction the energy flowed. The two men flanking her watched closely, insubordination and frustration evident in their expressions. A sharp glance quickly bled away their testosterone.


  I cannot fail again. I will not fail again.


  She refused to become another numbered female locked in a swanky room on their temporary world, waiting for her father’s soldiers to take her body in an attempt to get children on her.


  Their numbers were dwindling. She understood her father’s urgency to obtain the lifemates and steal the dragons’ powers. Once the women were bonded with their dragons, their lifespans and endurance to withstand illness and injury increased. As captive brood mares, they would produce a badly needed boom in Baroqueth numbers.


  Capturing lifemates would keep Malla from becoming nothing more than an object for lustful men to do with as they pleased.


  Without saying a word, she retraced the new Keeper’s strongest trail. The essence was hazy, but enough for her to tap into the echoes, see the shaky images of the woman’s path before she disappeared into the doorway. She followed it to a small coffee shop and paused.


  “You say she was here?” Malla looked at the soldier on her right. Borden. Certainly not the smartest in her father’s troop, but his brawn worked in his favor. Borden nodded. “Alone?”


  “Yes.”


  “Stay here.”


  The cronies obeyed her command as she entered the small, quiet business. Her nostrils flared under the assault of strong coffee and sweet, yeasty food. Her lips twisted in a scowl of distaste that she managed to tamp down before the man behind the counter noticed.


  “Good day! What can I do for you?” he greeted after placing change in a customer’s hand.


  Malla approached the counter, keeping her eyes level with his until his smile began to fade.


  “There was a woman here a short time ago who dropped something when she left. I was wondering if you knew her?” Malla lifted her hand to show a prospective height. “About this tall, blond hair, blue eyes. Very pretty.”


  The man blinked, a crease forming over his brows. “I’ve had many—”


  Time froze around her a she cast her spell, silencing the man, the clinking, the talking from customers seated around them. She swept her arm out, spreading magic through the café, casting a time warp of activity from over the last hour. Customers in. Customers out. Customers eating, laughing. The employee smiling, greeting, scrambling to fill orders.


  When a young blond woman entered, Malla slowed the pace of the magical projection. She watched the scene unfold. The woman bought a coffee, a pastry, and sat at a table toward the back. To Malla’s eye, she glowed with the bright energy that only Keepers possessed. Strong, brilliant, with the potent zing of ancient power.


  Malla approached the table where the ghostly woman sat, looking at an amulet in her palm. She took a few seconds to burn the finer features of the woman into her memory before focusing on the amulet.


  She had an instant. An instant to gain as much understanding of its magic and potency as she could before the ghost shoved it into her purse.


  That jewel.


  That ruby.


  The ghost vanished. There was no recasting that particular spell, no playback option. Malla growled under her breath, whipping around to storm out of the shop, releasing the occupants from her spell only once she was through the door.


  “You’re positive you have no idea which way she could’ve gone?” she demanded, not waiting for the men to catch up to her. There had to be a clue, a break in the amulet’s power. Foolish girl. The dragon’s blood is in that ruby. If she found the girl, she’d be able to lure the dragon. She stopped abruptly at the alcove where the last remnants of the woman’s essence dissipated. Without a care to the thin stream of pedestrians moving around her, she tried her magic to see if she could produce a vision. “I asked a question.”


  One of the men cleared his throat. “No. We followed what we thought was the woman to Bourbon Street only to realize it was nothing more than an image. We came back and the last place we sensed her was here. She doesn’t leave here.”


  Malla stared at the image her magic produced. Nothing more than the doorway. No people. No Keeper or dragon.


  “Damn it.” With a sharp exhale, she turned to face the two soldiers. “Scour this city. Scour it until your nails bleed, your feet burn, and your bones splinter. Scour it until you find that woman.” She raised a brow when the two men exchanged a fearful glance. “Do you understand me?”


  “Yes, Malla,” they said.


  “Good.” When they didn’t move, she scowled. “Well?”


  The two scrambled in opposite directions, not looking at her. She rolled her eyes to the sky and sighed. With more than half of their soldiers dead, captured, or wounded after last month’s battle royale with the dragons, she was left with slim pickings in the lackey department. These two weren’t her first choice to put on a hunt. They weren’t trackers. The trackers she once had were gone.


  Despite their lack of power and magic in the human realm, the dragons had proved far more resilient and resourceful than she anticipated. Lucky, too, but not all of their victories and the Baroqueth’s defeats were due to luck.


  She wanted to find that Keeper. Syn Terravon’s lifemate, Briella. The one who had visions. The one who had seen something significant about Malla, the Baroqueth, or both. The woman may not hold the golden key, but she certainly could put Malla on the path she needed to take.


  As long as I stay out of those bedrooms. Anything to stay out of those bedrooms.


  Because as the daughter to the leader of their small, dwindling society, she would much rather die than live through such shame.


  



  



  Chapter Seven


  



  Taryn followed Gabriella with his gaze as she cautiously rounded the dining table to a chair opposite of where he stood. Amelia moved on silent steps to Talib’s cage and coaxed the bird onto her arm. Watching, Gabriella paused, half-seated in the chair.


  “Would you like your tea?” Taryn asked, softening the edge of his voice. Gabriella glanced at him without answering, then turned back to Amelia and the bird as she settled rigidly in the chair. If he wasn’t so desperate to untangle the massive web of mystery entangling his lifemate, he might have enjoyed simply looking at her. Instead, he retrieved her tea from the side table by the sofa and placed it in front of her. “Here.”


  “What is she saying to the bird?” Gabriella whispered.


  Taryn shrugged. “Commands of some sort.”


  “I want Talib to watch the streets. To warn us of danger.” Amelia nuzzled the tip of her nose along the crow’s beak, earning her a bowed black head. “Settle in. I’m releasing him out back. Oh, Taryn. The scones and cookies are on the kitchen counter.”


  Taryn found the plate of sweets and brought it to the table. He hesitated at Gabriella’s side, wanting to sit beside her, but moved a chair away when she shifted in her seat to put distance between them. Her hands jerked when she reached for the tea mug. Skepticism flashed in her eyes when they landed on the plate of treats.


  “What do you know about your father?” Taryn asked. His fingers flexed over the back of the chair but he didn’t sit. His dragon snarled for him to move closer to Gabriella when her eyes lowered. Her obvious battle of shame, submission, and spark was as confusing as the thoughts that filled her mind. Nothing made sense. One thought splintered in several directions. Her heel tapped a quick tempo against the floor. “I know my words mean little to you right now, Gabriella—”


  “Gabby.”


  He nodded once. “Okay. Gabby.” He’d settle for it for now. “I mean it when I say you’re safe here. With me. With Amelia.”


  She made a sound of disbelief and shook her head, keeping her gaze averted. She pushed the mug away and tilted her head, nervously curling a chunk of blond hair around her fingers. He folded his own fingers into his palms in an attempt to smother the sudden itch that pushed him to touch her.


  “What did Janice tell you about your father?”


  She shrugged.


  He waited for her to answer, but nothing followed. “Did she tell you what he was?”


  Her gaze flicked to his face. “An abusive asshole.” She gave him a sharp once-over. “Who taught who?”


  Okay, so maybe he deserved that. “He was not abusive.”


  “And you learned nothing from him. Sad.”


  The wit. This was the side he wanted to see. The fighter. Not the defeated hopelessness she expressed far too often. It made the corners of his lips quirk.


  Her eyes narrowed. “You find that funny.”


  He chuckled and finally took his seat. “Actually, I find this smoldering fire you’re hiding fascinating.” Nostalgia settled in his chest as he leaned back. “Familiar.”


  “Narcissist.”


  He laughed and shook his head. “Gabriell—”


  “Gabby.”


  “Gabby.” He raised is hands in surrender. “I’m sorry. I am. I just find your full name beautiful.” He lowered his hands, quieting his humor. “But I’ll call you what you wish.”


  Her skepticism could burn through him like an iron spear. Her eyes pierced his confidence.


  “I’m not a narcissist. Far from it. But you’re in danger, and now that I’ve found you, I will do whatever I must to keep you safe.”


  “The side you’ve seen of him was caused by confusion. Similar to the confusion you’ve been experiencing, only for different reasons,” Amelia interjected, slipping quietly into the dining area and taking a seat across from Taryn. She had picked up her mug along the way and now cupped it between her hands close to her mouth. “I assure you, he’s kind and generous beneath the fierce exterior.”


  Gabriella’s attention flipped between Amelia and him. It didn’t take him long to realize her discomfort and part of where it stemmed from. He was pretty sure if the tables were turned, he wouldn’t be fond of his lifemate hanging around with another man.


  At last, Gabriella’s hands dropped to the tabletop and she straightened in the chair. “Listen, can you guys get to the point? I have no idea what’s going on here. I don’t know who you are”—she jutted her chin toward him—“what you want with me, who those men were, what is going on, and whatever else you’ve yet to do and show. I really don’t want or need this crap in my life. I’ve got enough to deal with without seeing and hearing things that make me seem crazier.”


  Taryn opened his mouth to refute her comment, but silenced himself when that painful swirl of hopelessness returned to her eyes.


  He barely realized he had stood up or moved until he angled a chair to face Gabriella, took her hands, and used their bond to force a sense of calm into her. The tension that rode her muscles peaked, then slowly relaxed.


  “If you’re crazy, then I’m crazy, too. But neither of us is crazy.” He held her gaze. “I don’t know the demons you’ve faced in your past, but I don’t want to contribute to their effects. I see those effects in your eyes more than I want to. More than should be there to begin with.” Taryn opened himself to the swell of emotions that tumbled through her. He’d seen enough in his short time with Gabriella to know Janice’s ugly mind was in no part a piece of his lifemate. “Did your mother tell you anything beyond the negative about your father? About Corvin? My Keeper?”


  She gave her head a sharp shake. “What is this Keeper thing? This is the third time I’m hearing it since last night. How do you know my father?”


  Taryn offered a sad grin. “He was my protector. My friend. He was the man who trusted me with his life and who I trusted with mine. He died after we were attacked by Baroqueth slayers in our home. The Baroqueth are the sorcerers who trailed you from the café.” He spoke quietly, slowly, observing Gabriella’s reactions. Her attentiveness gave him a sense of relief. “He died trying to save innocent lives and I couldn’t get him out of The Hollow in time. He was a hero. The very core of what a hero is. He sacrificed himself to save others.”


  “They all did, Gabby. The dragons and the Keepers.”


  Taryn pressed his lips together as Amelia spoke. Gabriella lifted her head to the witch. “Did you say…dragons?”


  Amelia smiled. “I did. Dragons.” She looked at him. “Like Taryn. Like Syn, the man with Taryn at the club last night.”


  “Wait.” Gabriella pulled her hands from Taryn’s, but her focus turned to his fingers. “No. What are you two playing at?”


  “Those weren’t claws. They weren’t. Dragons aren’t real.”


  “Briella, the woman with Syn, is like you. A Keeper. Actually, the daughter of Syn’s Keeper. She’s Syn’s lifemate, just as you’re—”


  “There’s no such thing. None. That stuff’s for fairytales. This is reality.”


  “Gabrie—Gabby,” Taryn corrected himself, though Gabriella didn’t seem to notice his slip of the tongue. “I don’t know what poison Janice filled your head with. I can only imagine. But what we’re telling you is as truthful and real as it gets. The Baroqueth have been hunting us for centuries. The night your father died, the sorcerers nearly killed us all. A small fraction of the dragons and Keepers escaped. Those who survived split up and went into hiding. The Baroqueth reemerged only recently and we learned that female Keepers were being born. Females are rare. So rare that they are believed only to be born when we’re on the brink of extinction.” Taryn sighed. “Sadly, with only eight of us left, we’re exceedingly close to extinction.”


  “Eight. Eight…what?” Gabriella asked, her voice brittle with caution. Taryn didn’t miss her attempt to deflect what had already been stated. He wondered about her defense mechanisms and whether she would be able to handle the truth. “Eight of what left?”


  “Dragons. Firestorm dragons.”


  She stared at him for a long, heavy minute.


  “Show me.” Gabriella lifted her chin. “Show me.”


  Taryn raised his brows. That was not what he was expecting. “Show you that I’m a dragon?”


  Gabriella shrugged and waved a hand at him. “You say you’re a dragon. In my world, dragons are myths. Lifemates are jokes. And money is something unobtainable. So what do I have to lose? Another piece of my sanity?” She made a strange sound of tortured amusement and waved imperiously at him again. “Go for it. Show me something.”


  Taryn cleared his throat before he could respond to another one of her self-demeaning comments. “I think I showed you more than I should have a little while ago. You fainted.”


  Gabriella laughed again, but the sound lacked all humor. “I was scared. I was seeing things.”


  Taryn rapped his nails—now partially extended black talons—on the table, drawing her attention to his hand again. For added proof, he began to shift his fingers into his dragon’s claw. Burnished red scales rolled over his skin.


  Her sardonic smile dropped away and her eyes shot up to his. He allowed his vision to change from that of a human to that of his dragon. He knew what she saw in his slit-pupiled eyes as he watched the thermal temperatures of her body increase by the second.


  He reined in his dragon and grinned at Gabriella’s stunned reaction. “Was that enough? I promise, you’ll see the whole thing in the near future.” He couldn’t help but chuckle. “I think Amelia would descale me if I transformed here and destroyed her quaint home. I wouldn’t fit.”


  “You’re serious. This wasn’t”—her stormy gaze, filled with wonder and fear, cut to Amelia—“some of your magic?”


  Amelia shook her head. “No. I can’t make the dragon appear by magic. Only Taryn can bring his dragon forth. It’s part of him, entwined with the very core of his genetic makeup. One cannot be without the other.” Amelia took a sip of tea. “If not for him being in this world, my magic and power would be nothing compared to his.”


  “Power.” Gabriella rubbed a hand against her forehead. Taryn rested his fingertips, talon free, against her forearm.


  “She told you nothing. Nothing about who I am. What I am. Nothing about your father. Nothing about yourself. She spent the last thirty years or so telling you…what?”


  His lifemate closed her eyes and her brows pinched with the same tension as her tight lips. It was then that he noticed the tremble of her chin.


  “Gabriella.”


  She didn’t protest the use of her full name. Instead, she looked up, her stunning blue eyes glistening.


  “Tell me.”


  “Nothing worth repeating. Nothing but horrible things.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “Horrible, horrible things about you. About my father. But always she insisted I deserved what was owed to me, saying I had an inheritance.” Her eyes hardened. “I don’t want it. I just want freedom. From her. From…”


  Taryn shifted a little closer, gently closing his hand around her arm. She looked away, her inner turmoil palpable. He played with his questions, the ones he wanted to ask, but knew she feared to answer. She protected her vulnerability, but that same vulnerability was slowly destroying her spirit.


  He glanced at Amelia, who silently observed them while sipping her tea. She knew about Gabriella’s past, but as she’d said, it wasn’t her place to tell him, as desperate as he was to comprehend.


  “I don’t understand how you know my mother, knew my father,” Gabriella finally said, her voice low. “How old are you?”


  “Ancient,” Taryn said with some humor. It brought her pretty blue eyes back to him and he gave her a small shrug. “Well, ancient in human terms. I have no reason to lie. Nor would I want to lie to you. She’s tortured you for thirty years too long.”


  “You’re very forward.”


  “I’ve learned over the course of my long life that sugar-coating things can be more damaging than kind. And when it comes to Janice, I’m not going to be kind.”


  “She doesn’t deserve kindness.”


  Ahh, perhaps his lifemate understood her mother more than he thought.


  “You’re really a dragon?”


  “Last time I checked.”


  The sadness that had held Gabriella in a tight vise began to ease. “With wings?”


  “Yup.”


  Her brows went up. “You can fly?”


  He laughed. “Yes, angel. I can fly. And one day, you’ll fly with me. Far away from here to where your mother can’t touch you and I can give you the happiness you deserve.”


  Something fluttered through her eyes. Something that drew a soft smile across her lush mouth. Her head tipped to the side and a stray wisp of blond hair fell over her cheek. He reached up and brushed it back, tucking it behind her ear. The simple contact, a tender touch he would never have considered performing minutes ago, brought a light blush to her cheeks.


  She effortlessly chiseled down the emotional walls he kept erect with the nearly imperceptible tilt of her head into his fingertips. Those cautionary, jaded walls that forced him to keep his distance even when his body wanted to be near. His fingers burned to touch her. His dragon yearned to hold her.


  She was his fate, his future, every hope and dream he’d once believed dead and gone.


  “So.” Gabriella straightened, shook her head, and cleared her throat. She pulled her hands from his, off the table, and tucked them into her lap. “Now what happens?”


  Just that like, the moment of tenderness was gone.


  Taryn stretched out his legs and settled back in his seat. “We sit and enjoy Amelia’s baking and do the things normal people do when the world is crashing down outside.”


  She looked at him quizzically and he elaborated.


  “We relax.”


  



  



  Chapter Eight


  



  “I hope you’re in the right frame of mind tonight.”


  Suzanne spoke as Gabby tied her black apron around her waist.


  Gabby’s day started out in the pits, then dropped deeper until what she thought would be just one more living nightmare turned into something altogether unexpected. She had no idea when or how it happened, but her afternoon with Taryn brought her comfort she never had the luxury of knowing. Not even on a good day with her mother amid a lag of anxiety attacks.


  He made her smile more in a few hours than she had smiled in any given week in decades. He put her mind at ease until she almost forgot the reality beyond Amelia’s door. Only when the witch’s pet crow returned and, through some crazy human-animal language, relayed a safe message did Gabby reluctantly take her leave.


  Taryn offered to walk her to The Spotted Cat. She refused. The last thing she needed was her mother catching sight of her with Taryn. She would not be her mother’s pawn any longer. Gabby may not be worth the effort of defiance, but she concluded that Taryn certainly was.


  Gabby smoothed down her apron and nodded. “I’m ready to go.”


  “Good. The crowd will pick up in about an hour as people get off of work. Once the sun goes down, it’s game on.”


  Suzanne motioned for Gabby to follow her out of the employee break room and into the main club. Customers already stood at one of the two bars or sat at random tables throughout the room. The lights were dim, but not to the degree they had been the night before. She suspected the ambiance would change with the lowering of the sun. Jazz filtered through the speakers and businessmen and women chatted over drafts and wine.


  A completely different crowd than the one she’d walked into last night, down to the very normal thoughts of humans instead of paranormals, as she learned from Taryn. She wondered if her mother had any idea what type of establishment she’d sent her daughter to work at.


  Well, if she knew Taryn was a dragon and my father was some form of magical partner, I’m sure this wouldn’t shock her.


  Suzanne interrupted her thoughts. “One thing. If you see Taryn in here tonight, steer clear of him. I don’t need him storming out again.” Gabby cut a glance from the open room to her manager. Suzanne arched a shaped brow and twirled her hand. “Better for business that way.”


  Gabby choked back the urge to tell her she and Taryn were on better terms. Instead, she nodded. “’Course. I get it.”


  If she had any hope of breaking away from her mother, she had to keep this job. Long enough to make first and last month’s rent on an apartment.


  “Today, I’m going to let you take a few customers. We’ll practice some of the house specialty drinks and we’ll review the computer system.”


  “Sounds great,” Gabby said. She didn’t need to force the upbeat tone of her voice. She wondered about the lightness that filled her after spending time with Taryn. And the muted volume of voices and thoughts in her head. Amelia had told her to keep the amulet on her at all times, and hidden in her purse unless she was alone. That after Gabby told her she had a feeling the Baroqueth had tracked her to the café through the magic of the amulet.


  Neither Amelia nor Taryn went into details about the magic. And that was fine by her. She was still digesting the existence of dragons.


  Real. They’re real. Those were claws and scales and his eyes…the fire…


  Heat burned up her neck and into her cheeks at the thought of Taryn. God, her body went haywire every time she pictured him. She felt things she despised. Wanted things she feared.


  “You good?”


  Gabby blinked away her distraction and rubbed the back of her neck. “Uh, yeah. Of course.”


  Suzanne watched her for long, uncomfortable seconds. “You’re flushed.”


  She laughed self-consciously. “Yeah. Side-effects of my medication.” With a careless hand, she waved at her face. “Happens every now and again.”


  “You should be mindful of your medication, because there are certain clientele who might find that increased blood flow awfully tempting.”


  Gabby’s grin weakened. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “Hot mess, this one. Be prying off the leeches if she keeps this shit up.”


  Every ounce of her wanted to roll her eyes at Suzanne’s dismayed thought, but she slipped behind the bar after the other woman and kept out of the way of the bartender serving the few guests perched around the black marble top.


  “Laura, this is Gabby. She’s going to be training back here with us tonight,” Suzanne said. Laura paused and wiped her hands on a rag before holding one out to Gabby.


  “Nice to have you aboard. Where did you work before?”


  “A joint in Mississippi.” Gabby shrugged. “First time in a sizeable city. So different than small-town living.”


  Laura laughed, tucking strands of hair behind studded ears. “You can say that. And this place is a whole different kinda living. We’ll help you fit in. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”


  “Thanks.”


  Laura brushed by them to serve a new group of customers taking seats at the end of the bar. Suzanne tapped Gabby’s arm and motioned to the prep bar.


  “We have another computer back here that we can use if the two in front are occupied. I didn’t go over much of this room, but it’s a prep station for fruits and mixers, sangrias, any of the premade mixed drinks. We make everything fresh daily and toss whatever is left over at close. If anything needs to be prepared in bulk because we run out, this is where it’s done. Also”—Suzanne moved to a two-sectioned door and pulled open the top half—“every night, there will be three bartenders back here making drinks for customers at the tables. Those who work the front often take care of the regulars. We keep our eyes on their drinks and make sure they’re filled in a timely manner.” She gave Gabby a skeptical assessment. “You won’t have to worry about that for a while.”


  “That’s fine. Until I learn the ropes.”


  A condescending smile crossed Suzanne’s mouth. “You won’t last that long.”


  After two hours of reviewing drinks, cocktail recipes and practice tabs on the computer—not to mention the constant belittling she picked up on in Suzanne’s unfiltered thoughts—Gabby began to believe she wasn’t going to last. The place was hopping, the crowd growing by the minute. Even on a weekday, the door couldn’t open fast enough to let in another flood of patrons. The printers in the prep area spewed tickets faster than the bartenders could pull them off.


  She stood at the epicenter of a wicked storm, unable to see her way out.


  “Here. They’re falling behind. Try and get some of these done. I’ve gotta step out to the front for a minute,” Suzanne said, smacking several drink tickets on the counter in front of Gabby. She was gone before Gabby could answer, leaving her on the verge of panic.


  “Don’t take her to heart. She lives, eats, and breathes this place.”


  Gabby managed to muster a small smile for the unfamiliar bartender. “Thanks.”


  “I’m Katie. Got here about fifteen minutes ago. Hit the floor running, this place. Every night. Once you find your groove, you’ll be whipping things up in no time.” Katie snagged a few of the tickets from Gabby. “I’ll get these.”


  “I can—”


  With a wave and a flash of teeth, Katie bounced to a rail of liquor bottles. Gabby sucked in a measured breath, trying to slow her racing heart before she lost control of her…control.


  “You can do this,” she whispered, reading the order off the first ticket. It took her a few moments to locate the bottles to make the drinks, but when they were done, she brought them to the window for the server. The woman loaded them on a tray and disappeared without a word.


  Suzanne returned as she finished the last ticket and delivered the drinks to the window. “Well, you’ve surprised me.”


  “I didn’t—”


  “She’s a good one,” Katie interrupted with a wink toward Gabby. “You should give the newbies a chance before condemning them.” With a playful pat on Suzanne’s shoulder, Katie was gone.


  “In that case, I’m going to lend a hand out front while you pick up the slack back here. Call if you need something.”


  Confidence would be nice.


  Gabby made it through another hour of non-stop drinks and hustle. Her fingers were sore from the alcohol and her legs burned from staying in constant motion on her feet. Sweat beaded between her breasts and she wanted badly to make a break for the bathroom.


  As she started toward the front bar to ask Suzanne for a breather, she paused.


  There, handsome as sin, stood Taryn.


  The damn man leaned against the bar on one elbow, laid back and relaxed, sipping a drink. His black shirt hugged his delicious form, a form she had gotten a glimpse of without a jacket at Amelia’s place. His hair was down. Waves of sandy blond hair brushed his neck and strands framed his face.


  Suzanne and Laura were laughing with him.


  Suzanne’s hand rubbed his forearm in a motion that lit something dark and vile on fire inside Gabby, despite the fact he almost immediately removed his arm from Suzanne’s reach.


  She ducked back into the prep room and found Katie. “Hey, is it okay if I go to the restroom real fast? I won’t be long.”


  “Go ’head, hon. When Suzanne’s done flirting with Taryn, I’ll let her know.” Katie snorted and shook her head. “Don’t know when she’ll realize he’s not interested in her.”


  “Seem pretty flirtatious, the three of ’em.”


  Her insides boiled. She hadn’t noticed that her fingers had curled into her palms until her nails pierced her skin.


  “Hey, no reason to get jealous. He’s friendly with everyone. Genuine good guy, ya know?” Katie nudged her hip. “Bathroom?”


  “Right.”


  Some cold water on her face would help. The unexpectedly volatile emotions left her mind reeling as she wove through the crowd to the hallway leading to the employee break room. Why on earth did she care what Taryn did, or who he did it with? Because her crazy mother claimed that Taryn was her lifemate? He’s a charmer, for sure.


  Gabby locked the door and leaned against it to get her bearings. The shakes skated along her muscles. Tension settled in the pit of her gut.


  But the alluring heat that curled and coaxed between her legs and teased her nerves…


  Her forehead creased as she pressed her lips together.


  No.


  Cold water on her face did little besides smear her makeup. She made quick work of cleaning it up before leaving the safe confines of the break room. Keeping to the edge of the club where the shadows were thickest, she tried to ignore the attention she drew from some of the patrons. These were the ones whose thoughts were as confusing and disgusting as some of the things her mother had forced her to do.


  She swallowed back bile and a whimper.


  “Slow down, angel.”


  Gabby’s head shot up as Taryn stepped in front of her, blocking her path. His grin was lazy and conceited. The sharp flash of his russet eyes was anything but.


  Her throat cinched and tickled at the same time.


  “I’m supposed to avoid you.” Gabby glanced at the bar, where Suzanne watched them like a damn vulture. “You know, for business.”


  “I think I can make my own decisions about who can talk to me.” Taryn’s voice had dropped and a husky edge flowed through his words. It almost knocked the breath from her lungs, had her throat allowed it.


  “I’m being watched. Besides, you seem to be awfully comfortable with the women here.”


  She started to duck her head and brush past him when he caught her chin with the tips of his fingers and brushed his thumb over her lower lip.


  Throat closed or not, her lungs whooshed the air from her chest. She grabbed his arm to steady her suddenly weak legs.


  “They don’t matter, angel.”


  He dipped his head until she swore she could feel the heat of his skin caressing her face. So close she could see his lips, how firm yet full they were. Smell the whiskey on his breath, the smoky essence of his skin…


  “Don’t look at me like that,” he murmured. “I’ve been holding back the urge to kiss you since I first saw you.”


  “Last night when you insulted me?”


  “Last night when I confirmed who you were.”


  She raised her eyes—only a matter of inches—and met his. The flicker of fire was subtle, but there. The dragon watching through Taryn’s eyes.


  “I don’t care to listen to the way these fools are thinking about you. And I’m certainly not leaving you alone in this city with our enemies on your trail.” His thumb slid across her lip again before it lowered to her chin. “Besides, they’ll all have to get used to the sight of me following you about.”


  “Stalking.” Why couldn’t she talk with a punch when she wanted to? Instead, her traitorous lips curled up. “You’re stalking.”


  “Okay, so maybe I need to take a lesson from my own preaching. But my intentions are good. To keep you safe.”


  “And to try and get me fired.”


  Taryn’s grin remained, but the dangerous glow of his eyes intensified. He tipped his head, bringing his mouth closer to hers. She closed her eyes, her back stiffening. The tip of his nose brushed her cheek.


  “No one in this place, not even Rodney, would think about firing you after this.”


  Gabby pressed her free hand to his chest to keep herself on her feet. She instantly wished she hadn’t. The feel of the solid muscle beneath her fingers unleashed a new wave of fire through her already burning body.


  Taryn shifted in a fluid motion, standing at his full height. Six plus feet of impeccable man in impeccable clothing. That slight shift brought him closer, his knee brushing the outside of her leg. He watched her with flames in his eyes as he sipped his whiskey.


  Sweet Lord, she needed an ice bath.


  “You are never alone, angel. Just keep that in mind.”


  Gabby nodded. She rasped, “Back to work.”


  Taryn’s lips curled in a half-grin. “It’s rude not to accept a tip from a regular.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  Taryn leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead. Shock held her still until he straightened away again. She lifted her hand to the moist area on her skin.


  “Why did you do that?”


  “Because, you are precious to me. Remember that when I’m leaving you cash, since you won’t accept it as a kind gesture.” Taryn gave a mock bow and spread his arm toward the bar. “I wouldn’t want to hold you up any longer.”


  “You’ve caused a scene.” Suzanne looked anything but pleased as she leaned against the computer behind the bar, whispering something to Laura and two other bartenders. “Thanks.”


  Taryn chuckled. “I always cause a scene. This is just a different kind of scene for them.” He raised his brows. “And if you don’t return to work, where you are safely tucked out of my reach, I will be inclined to whisk you onto the dance floor.”


  Gabby gasped. “You’re impossible.”


  “Sometimes.”


  She hurried to the bar and slipped into the prep room. Her face blazed with heat and her body shook under the onslaught of the strange sensations and emotions Taryn elicited. Most of the women gave her shaded glances, but no one asked her any questions.


  Not even Suzanne, whose thoughts turned quiet—but the amount of work she sent Gabby’s way skyrocketed.


  



  



  Chapter Nine


  



  “Hey, brother. Can I crash at your place for the next couple nights? I’m following a lead nearby and want to stay close until I find something solid.”


  Taryn tossed back the rest of his whiskey and pushed the tumbler away. He watched Gabriella through the doorway to the back bar, seldom taking his eyes off her. Her anxiety mounted quickly, and he had to keep infusing her with calm.


  Not once did she look at him.


  But every other woman at the bar did.


  “’Nother, handsome?” Laura asked. Taryn shook his head, tilting away from the bar to speak into his cellphone.


  “What kind of lead?” Taryn asked Gabriel.


  “Cade thinks he might have traced my Keeper to somewhere in Alabama,” the younger Firestorm dragon said. “It’s a long shot, but I’m not missing out on a chance to see him again. You know, get him the hell out of this world and all.”


  “And how are you going to commute?”


  “Wings, bro. That ward-protected field by you is quite handy.”


  “Come on by, but keep your eyes open. We’ve got some long lost friends in town.”


  Gabe scowled. “A month later and they’re already back? Do they really think you’re still there?”


  “Um, you aren’t staying away. Why would they?”


  “Touché.”


  “Giving you a head’s up that Syn and Brie are at my place. See you soon.”


  Taryn tucked his phone in his pocket and gazed over the crowd, vigilantly searching for any sign of Baroqueth. After the last attack, he wasn’t about to believe a crowded club was safe.


  Nothing was safe from them. Not anymore.


  Urgency surged through him. He glanced back at the doorway to the prep room, relaxing fractionally when Gabriella appeared, hustling to fill orders. Her forehead had the cutest crease that he just wanted to trace with his lips and kiss away. She’d chewed her lower lip until it was swollen and pink.


  He rubbed a hand down his face, though he wanted to rub something else entirely.


  Goddess, this is torture.


  Her blue gaze shot up, crashing into him. He didn’t bother smiling reassuringly or trying to hide the discomfort he suffered. Let her see what she did to him. Let her see how she made him feel.


  He hungered.


  Oh, fuck that. He starved.


  Her face blossomed into a rosy flush. That brought a wicked grin to his mouth before Suzanne stepped into his line of sight, blocking his view of his lifemate.


  She leaned over the bar top and folded her hands close to Taryn. Her smile barely hid the lick of jealousy in her gray eyes. “I thought you didn’t care for the new girl. At least, that’s the impression I got last night.”


  Taryn put on his most charming smile, eased to his own elbows, and leveled his gaze on the woman. “Now now, sugar. Don’t go getting your feathers ruffled. We had a little misunderstanding is all.”


  Suzanne quirked a brow. “I’ve never known you to ask about someone’s parents before. Showing a personal interest. Isn’t that a little out of character for you?” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “And all for a human.”


  “What can I say?” He chuckled and pushed back off the bar. “Gotta keep things interesting, right?”


  Suzanne rapped the bar top with her tapered nails, the tips of them every bit as sharp as the talons of her hawk form. She glanced over her shoulder. “Think she stays, then?”


  “Have her bring me a drink and I’ll give you an answer.”


  She scrutinized him through narrowed eyes. He never asked for a specific person to serve him. He didn’t have favorites. Everyone who worked in the club was pleasant and great at what they did.


  “Give me a minute.”


  Taryn kept his smile, but the surge of protectiveness he felt as Suzanne approached Gabriella turned his smile hard. Whatever she said made Gabriella’s surprise shift to frustration as she looked over at him.


  “What are you trying to do, Taryn?”


  Ahh. He like the intimacy of their mind-speak, and was glad she latched onto it so quickly. “Have you come closer.”


  “Yeah, sure. My boss is anything but happy.”


  He noticed. Suzanne’s shoulders went ridged the second she stepped into the back to take Gabriella’s place. “Then come here. She won’t hover.”


  “Right. You’re really out to cost me a job, aren’t you.”


  “Angel, the last thing I want to do is bring ill to you.” His smile faded. “Would you feel more comfortable if I left?”


  Her eyes widened. The instant resistance he felt over the bond to the thought of him leaving was a balm. She hurried to finish her current ticket while Suzanne watched over her. But she did have a point. He didn’t want to make things difficult for her with her boss when she was already so stressed.


  “Laura,” Taryn called out. The young feline shifter acknowledged him with a wave, placed drinks on the bar in front of two other patrons, and hurried to him. “Listen, I have to go.” He pulled out two hundred-dollar bills and handed them over. “One for you, one for the new one on board. Make sure she gets it, and no one else.”


  Laura winked. “’Course, handsome. See you soon!”


  “What are you doing? Where are you going?”


  Taryn pressed two fingers to his mouth in a subtle kissing gesture. “I’ll be here when you’re done. You’re not walking these streets alone at night. Until later, angel. And accept my tip or we’ll have a little tiff.”


  He left the club, his body singing with riled hunger, his cock raging hard, and his mind a whirl of thoughts. The cool night air sizzled against his skin and did nothing to temper his relentless need.


  Now he understood the murderous torture Syn went through when he met Briella. The insatiable desire that conquered reason with Alazar when he found his lifemate, Ariah.


  Now he understood firsthand how the power of the connection could go beyond the feud of family. Janice may be Gabriella’s mother—an egg-carrier, to his mind, as so many women considered dead-beat men sperm donors—but it was Corvin who lived and flourished inside his daughter. The more time Taryn spent around her, the more he recognized his late Keeper’s qualities in her.


  The more his heart ached with the resurgence of grief and helplessness for not being able to save him.


  * * *


  He decided to hang at a small eatery a few doors down and opposite from The Spotted Cat. He could keep an eye on the club and any possible threat of Baroqueth presence while he waited—impatiently—for Gabriella to get off work. He should have given her his cell number before leaving. He could do that now. It would be an excuse to return to the club. Give his craving a little more fuel.


  Instead, he tried to focus his attention on the threat reemerging from the shadows. He sent a text to Syn, updating him on the latest sighting of their enemies, and suggested he try to contact Cade, their clan head. The damn dragon took more than an hour to return his text with a phone call.


  “Why didn’t you say anything earlier?” Syn asked by way of greeting, his tone anything but pleased.


  Taryn glanced at his watch. “I did. About an hour ago.”


  Syn grunted. “I was preoccupied.”


  “Seems to be the norm lately.”


  “Seems you’ll be changing your own routine soon, brother.” A soft moan filtered through the phone.


  “Damn it, Syn. Are you still going at it while you have me on the phone?”


  “Calm your testosterone. She’s asleep.” The sound of shifting fabric followed over the line, then a quiet sigh. “Hold on.”


  “Don’t have much of a choice,” Taryn muttered, lifting his gaze to the window that perfectly framed the club’s entrance. He bounced a knee, anxious to see Gabriella. Patience had never been his strong suit. “This is brutal.”


  “What? The wait? Or something else?” Syn asked, his voice low.


  “Everything.” He swirled his straw around the glass of iced tea. “In a few hours, the fog clears and I see her as I should’ve seen her last night. Before my judgmental side got the best of me.”


  Syn chuckled. “That’s the way it goes. At least you recognized your mistake and can fix it. Speaking of, have you done anything to try to rectify your relationship?”


  “All day long.”


  “So that’s why you’ve been missing. Makes sense now. And, I take it, you crossed paths with some slayers while out professing your shortcomings?”


  “Aren’t you the comedian of the hour?” Taryn sat back in the chair and stretched his legs out beneath the small table. At this hour, the small restaurant served a spattering of customers. Staff were going through the nightly closing routine. Dishes, pots, and pans clattered in the kitchen. Taryn eyed the check the server had left on his table. He wasn’t ready to leave. What the hell would he do with himself for the next few hours until his lifemate was free to leave The Spotted Cat? “Two. Two slayers. Somehow, they found Gabriella.”


  “Were you stalking her, my friend?”


  Taryn grit his teeth at the irony. He’d lectured Syn quite thoroughly on the definition of stalking and why it was frowned upon in the modern world when it came to females. Lo and behold, here he was following in his friend’s footsteps, disregarding his own sage advice.


  “Surveillance. It’s different.”


  “Uh-huh. Interesting play. I’ll keep it in mind.” Taryn heard a click on Syn’s end, followed by a sharp exhale. “I was thinking about taking Briella back to The Hollow tomorrow evening. Give you some time with your lifemate without us encroaching on the house.”


  “Well, Gabe is crashing the party tonight anyway. Called a little while back. Something about a lead on his Keeper. Didn’t get into details.” Taryn dug out his wallet and dropped cash on the check as the server made a round of the tables. “For the same reason I asked you to contact Cade. Can’t discuss things in public and it’s pretty imperative he’s made aware.”


  Syn cleared his throat. “Can’t be too imperative if it’s taken you all day to ask me to contact him.”


  “Shut it.”


  Syn laughed. “What our women do to us.”


  Taryn scowled, his gaze lifting in time to see a new group of rowdy patrons cram through the club’s double doors, laughing and fist-bumping. Human males, young ones. His skin bristled with the telltale feel of his scales pushing to the surface. Mortals had no idea what they were walking into at The Spotted Cat after the sun went down. Sadly, neither did Gabriella. He’d not-so-subtly staked his claim. Other than the fact it was what he wanted to do, it had another purpose. Every man in that club who knew Taryn understood he’d end up skinned and roasted if he dared make a move on Taryn’s woman.


  Those same men would warn other paranormal creatures of Taryn’s claim.


  The mortals? Not so much. The crowd that frequented The Spotted Cat would get a thrill out of any stumbles made by humans. If it were any other woman, any other circumstance, he’d save the clueless mortals from themselves.


  Not with Gabriella. Not with his lifemate.


  “Wow, this silence is…uncanny. Dare I say it’s your turn for ‘explosive’?”


  The server took Taryn’s money and returned to the cashier.


  “I think I’m going to have my work cut out for me. She’s a puzzle I have to solve before we can move forward.”


  “Start with Janice. I think you’ll find most of your missing pieces there.”


  He clenched his fist at the mention of that demoness. Goddess, the joy he’d get when he cut the wench off from Gabriella completely.


  If Gabriella let him.


  From the little he’d learned about his lifemate, she was long overdue for freedom and happiness. There was too much self-loathing and depression inside her for a woman with her beauty and fire.


  He made it his goal to give her what her mother apparently failed to give.


  He came to attention as Gabriella emerged from the club, head down, hand tight around her purse and clothing bag.


  “Get in touch with Cade for me. And don’t give Gabe a show. I’ll see you in a bit,” Taryn said, practically jumping out of his seat. He ended the call without giving Syn time to respond, his gaze locked on the blond angel weaving between pedestrians on the sidewalk, shoulders hunched.


  Taryn slipped into the night as Gabriella rushed past the eatery, none the wiser when he fell in step behind her. He took a few minutes to observe her, the tension that rode her muscles, leaving faint tremors in its path. She carelessly dug into her purse and removed a prescription bottle, popped open the lid, jostled out two white pills, and shoved them in her mouth.


  He caught sight of the label in the split moment the bottle twisted toward him. The dragon roared with anger. He swallowed back a wave of frustration.


  What ghosts did Gabriella fight that she needed to take anti-anxiety medication? And by the sound of the rattling in her purse, he suspected she had more than one pill bottle in her possession.


  He should’ve looked when he had her purse the night before.


  With a shake of his head, he slashed that regret away. He wasn’t one to invade another’s personal space.


  He quickened his pace to come within a few steps of her. “Gabriella.”


  She jerked around so fast, she lost her balance on her heels. He whipped his arms around her, saving her from a fall. Her eyes went wide, her mouth agape, her hands fisted in his shirt.


  “Everything okay? I didn’t think you’d be leaving so early.”


  Her eyes cut away from him. She moved mindlessly until she regained her footing and clutched her purse close. Her thoughts ran so wild and uncontrolled he felt an answering churn in his gut. Like a mortal might feel on a violently rocking ship at sea.


  “I-I…” She raked a hand though her hair, tearing strands from her messy up-do. With a fierce shake of her head, she turned away and resumed her march.


  Taryn hesitated, baffled by her demeanor. What on earth…?


  He lunged after her, catching her arm with one hand and spinning her back around to face him. Whatever he was going to ask was lost when he caught the pain that moved across her face. Instead, he gently cupped the back of her head, pulled her close, and claimed her mouth with a tender kiss.


  She stiffened, her body arching into his. Her hands grabbed his hips. He thought she’d push him away, close her mouth off to him, close herself down.


  Instead, she whimpered as he stroked her tongue, seeking to give her calm, assurance.


  The battle to keep himself under control was one he fought with every ounce of willpower he could muster. Each sweep of his tongue was patient, gentle, a silent promise of safety and security. Her response was timid, uncertain, yet needy. Despite the hint of the pills she’d just taken, her lips tasted of strawberries that made him want to lick, tease, and then devour.


  Her fingers loosened their fierce grip on his shirt. The stiffness in her muscles eased as he deepened his kiss. As much as he wanted to turn her back to the closest wall and ravage her, he kept himself locked down. Whatever worked to destroy her so vehemently, he would learn, conquer, and leave in the past.


  Her hands slipped up to his shoulders.


  Her head turned down, ending the kiss. Taryn kept his eyes closed against the dragon, breathing control into his otherwise raging body. He pressed his lips to her bowed head, now tucked against his chest. Her heart raced in her chest. Her breaths were nothing but shallow gasps.


  After a long silence, Gabriella stepped back. Her face twisted with more pain, more regret and shame than had haunted her expression before he kissed her. Her eyes shimmered and her chin quivered.


  “Gabr—”


  “No.” She shook her head. “You don’t get it. I don’t deserve you. Lifemate or not, you don’t want a woman like me. No one wants a woman like me.”


  Sweet goddess, the wretched agony in those quiet, shaky words stunned him, a proverbial blade impaled through his gut. It stunned him long enough for her to spin and dash away. Pedestrians parted around him, paying him no heed as they hurried to their own destinations.


  He should follow her. She had no idea what monsters lurked in the streets of New Orleans. What target blazed on her back.


  Yet he couldn’t bring himself to shake off the shock and horror of her words and that dimming light in her eyes.


  Like the fire in her soul was slowly suffocating.


  A squawk overhead drew his attention.


  He spotted Talib on a nearby rooftop. One beady black eye flashed red in the night before the crow launched itself into the air and followed Gabriella.


  Whatever demons she fought, he refused to let her fight them alone. Whatever nightmares she faced, he would be there to wake her from. Whatever beast tried to constrict the life from her spirit, by the Goddess, he would defeat it with his bare hands.


  “My sweet angel. You are not alone.”


  



  



  Chapter Ten


  



  Somehow, she kept herself together the entire run home. Tears burned her eyes as the cold soaked into her skin. Her lips pulsed with electricity from a forbidden kiss. A kiss that gave her hope.


  A kiss she wanted again.


  She hated kisses. Hated touches. Hated anything sexual. She feared the bedroom. Feared the pain that accompanied intimacy. Her mother had taught her well.


  She climbed the steps of the trailer and pushed into the poor excuse for a home—and stopped in the doorway, bile pushing up to the back of her mouth. She spun away from the kitchenette and bolted to the empty bedroom.


  “Oh, Jesus, girl!” her mother yelled. “Like you haven’t sucked a man’s dick before!”


  “Little Prudette, ain’t she? Go get that girl and show ’er what to do, Jan. You promised me a taste of her,” Jack mocked.


  Gabby slammed the flimsy door shut and sank to the floor against it, curling her knees into her chest. Tears streamed down her face as she struggled to hold back the sobs that tried to burst from her chest.


  Her mother. The woman who was supposed to care for her, protect her. The woman who shredded her morality, her confidence.


  She stole everything from Gabby. She wasn’t going to hear her cry.


  Curled up against the door, she was forced to listen to the screams and shouts, the slaps and vile sexual demands. The trailer rocked at times, making her face burn. It wasn’t the first time she’d suffered through such an ordeal. It wouldn’t be the last.


  At least she wasn’t in the same room this time.


  She should’ve run back out of the trailer as soon as she saw them, but she couldn’t bring herself to let Taryn witness her weakness again. And what if those Baroqueth people found her? What would she do then? It wasn’t like she could return to the club.


  Laura had given her Taryn’s tip, but Suzanne snatched the money from her hand and told her it belonged to the pool tips. Suzanne’s unpleasant demands increased, adding to her anxiety, and it didn’t help that she could hear the horrible, jealous thoughts in the minds of some of the other staff.


  When a customer reached through the window and grabbed Gabby’s ass as she restocked a few of the liquor bottles, she lost it. Her fear stole every bit of reason, leaving her a hyperventilating, whimpering mess. She couldn’t make sense of the activity around her. The questions the other women asked were nothing but noises.


  She did the only thing she’d learned to do.


  Run.


  As the moans from the front of the trailer died down, Gabby swiped an arm across her face, hastily drying her tears. She’d make it through tonight. Tomorrow, she’d look for a new job. Maybe a restaurant with lunch hours. The tips might not be as great, but she could keep her sanity in check more easily. Hopefully.


  The doorknob jiggled. “Open the fucking door.”


  Gabby sighed, fanning her face dry as she pushed up onto her feet. Jack pounded on the door, startling her away from the only barrier between her and the stark truth of her life. Reluctantly, she unlocked the door and pulled it open.


  Jack’s dark gaze razed her. He licked his lips, sweat glistening on his naked body. He reeked of sex, smoke, and cheap perfume. Lipstick marked his skin.


  He winked, his hand slowly stroking himself as he said softly, so only she could hear, “Betchya you’re better than your mama, doll. Wanna show me?”


  Gabby shuffled backwards. Trapped. She was trapped in a box with a snake preparing to strike.


  “Aww, baby doll. You’ll like it. Promise.”


  “Get…away.”


  No fight in her voice. Only a shaky whisper as she backed into the corner of the room. Jack chuckled, stepped closer.


  She never saw his hand whip up until his fingers fisted in her hair so tight she cried out. He forced her to her knees in front of him.


  “Now—”


  “Fuck off her, Jack. You’ve gotten enough tonight.”


  Her mother barged into the room, naked and sex-strewn, and smacked him upside the head. He immediately backed away from Gabby with a scowl.


  “Bitch, you’d better play nice with me if I’m walking away from her.”


  “Don’t threaten me. Remember, I’m keeping you outta the slammer.” Janice smacked him again, this time on the arm. “Get. Leave her alone.”


  He muttered a slew of curses, but obeyed. Janice sighed and shook her head.


  “I’ve got some good pills, girl. It’ll make it easy to play along.”


  Gabby shook her head, trying to hide the trembling as her mother peered down at her with glazed eyes. She was high on something, Gabby was certain. She remained on the floor, sitting back on her heels, unwilling to move or speak. She didn’t trust her voice not to betray her weakness. She hated it when her mother stood in front of her naked.


  “Are you gonna come out? I’ve got some left over corned beef hash.”


  “I…I’m gonna go to sleep,” she managed to say.


  “Fine. Oh, might want to strip the sheets.”


  She waited until her mother left her alone, door locked and closed, before curling up on the floor and crying herself to sleep.


  * * *


  Another day.


  Gabby woke up, her body stiff from sleeping on the floor. A threadbare blanket had been draped over her. She didn’t remember hearing anyone come into the room. A shock of fear brought her upright. She checked herself, from her shirt and shorts to her panties, making sure nothing was out of place. She didn’t ache inside, wasn’t sore, and let out a breath of relief to know Jack hadn’t violated her while she slept, that she hadn’t been drugged into helplessness.


  She would have known. From experience.


  Stretching out on her back, listening to her vertebrae crack and realign, she remained quiet until she was certain she was alone in the trailer. When she did rise, she kept her movements light and cautious as she gathered up a fresh change of underclothes and slipped out of the bedroom.


  The trailer was empty.


  Blissfully empty. And silent.


  Her mother had left a scribbled note on the counter, telling her she and Jack had gone to the grocery store. Gabby glanced at the plate of scrambled eggs left out for her and frowned. When was the last time her mother made her breakfast?


  She used the fork next to the paper plate and poked at the eggs. Her stomach growled, hunger digging claws into her belly. She hadn’t eaten since Amelia’s house. When she was certain there weren’t any crushed up pills in the mix, she decided to take a small bite.


  She gagged and spit the eggs out.


  “What the hell?”


  Cupping her hand under the water faucet, she rinsed the metallic flavor out of her mouth and cringed. Casting the drug-laced eggs a cold glance, she shoved the plate and the contents into the garbage and locked herself in the bathroom.


  The water was only lukewarm as she showered with practiced speed, but a shower alone was better than a hot shower with Jack anywhere near the place. She’d rather an ice bath in the dead of winter on a mountain peak hundreds of miles away if she could escape that bastard and her conniving mother.


  Only when the water turned cold did she end the shower and dry herself off. A draft spread goose bumps over her damp skin. She slipped into her underwear and bra, wrapped the towel around her torso—


  A strange noise outside the bathroom made her stop.


  A creak.


  Frozen, she listened, her stomach flipping over.


  There wasn’t a sound outside the door. No indication her mother and Jack were back.


  After a few minutes, she hesitantly opened the door and poked her head out.


  “Well, hell.” Jack snickered, unfolding his arms from over his bare chest. He leaned against the counter opposite the bathroom door. “Fresh and clean.”


  Gabby shrieked and tried to slam the door shut.


  Jack wedged his boot between the door and the frame. She threw herself against the door, trying to shove it closed while clutching the towel closed at her chest.


  “You ain’t escaping now. I’ve waited long enough.”


  His brute strength threw the door open and slammed her into the sink. Her head smacked against the mirror. He ripped the towel off her with one hand while he pressed his thick forearm against her throat, nearly cutting off her airway as he contained her struggles.


  His tongue licked her ear. “That’s right, baby doll. I’m gonna fuck you and you’re gonna enjoy it, like a good little girl.”


  Gabby tried to scream, but his hold blocked her voice. Tears sprang into her eyes and streamed down her face as she clawed at his arm. He dragged her out of the bathroom with a vile curse, spun her around, and threw her into the table. The edge cut into her gut, knocking the wind out of her, leaving her dazed for a crucial moment.


  Jack’s hand smacked down on the back of her head, forcing the side of her face painfully onto the wood. She fought his hold, listening to the nightmarish sound of his belt coming off before he pinned her with his body against the table.


  When she screamed, he fisted his hand in her hair, lifted her head, and slammed it back onto the table. Her teeth cut into her cheek, drawing blood and tears and hopelessness.


  Her life. Her nightmare.


  He caught her hands, jerked them to the small of her back. The belt wrapped around her wrists and pulled tight, digging into her skin. Jack licked the side of her face. “That’s right. Keep your fucking trap shut.”


  He leaned off her, holding her chest pinned to the table with a strong hand between her shoulder blades. She cried, listening to the telltale sound of him unfastening his jeans. He stood between her legs, leaving her helpless to kick in defense. With her arms bound, she had no leverage to attack.


  Not that it mattered. He was too strong.


  His hand groped her ass. She squeezed her eyes shut.


  “Aww, baby doll. Such a pretty thing.”


  His fingers slid beneath the edge of her panties.


  An unfamiliar rustling noise sounded behind her. His fingers yanked back, as did his hand. “What the—”


  A furious squawk pierced the narrow room and Jack’s weight was gone. Gabby scrambled off the table, her chest growing tighter by the second as she began to hyperventilate. Her eyes darted around until she realized what was happening.


  A large crow flew at Jack, taunting him with beating wings and lunging pecks of his sharp beak. The man growled and swatted his arms, missing the bird each time as he moved in circles.


  Gabby’s eyes widened. “Talib?”


  “You fucking bird. I’m gonna getchya and kill ya and pluck every goddamn feather…shit!”


  The crow dove in, claws digging into Jack’s hair and head. Beads of blood welled up around its black nails.


  Jack, face twisted in fury, grabbed for the bird.


  The crow squawked again.


  Its head snapped down.


  Its long black beak stabbed through Jack’s right eye.


  The scream that filled the trailer sent Gabby stumbling back toward the bedroom. Blood oozed down Jack’s cheek as his arms flailed in a frantic attempt to protect his face. The bird continued pecking, mercilessly creating a bloody mess of pulped eye.


  The door to the trailer ripped open, tearing off the top hinge.


  Taryn filled the narrow opening, his body seemingly larger than she remembered. His eyes blazed with fire. Smoke curled around his nostrils and deep red scales ghosted over his face.


  The crow stopped the attack and landed on the counter, turning one flashing red eye toward Gabby. She remained rooted to the spot, pressed to the wall next to the bathroom door. Her pulse thundered in her head, threatening to knock her out.


  Jack sobbed and cursed as he writhed on the floor.


  “You fucking little bitch! I’m gonna kill you!”


  Taryn didn’t look at her as he approached the cussing and whimpering figure. He crouched down—Gabby blamed her perception of his increased bulk on the fear and panic that seized her mind—and grabbed Jack by the throat. His nails had turned black and extended into lethal talons that pressed into Jack’s skin. Blood trickled from the new wounds.


  Jack protectively covered his damaged eye with one hand, and frantically watched Taryn with the other eye. His teeth were clenched, spittle sieving through the gaps.


  Taryn lifted Jack off the floor with ease. Like the man weighed nothing more than a few pounds. “No. You’re not. You’re not going to touch her. You’re not going to look at her. You’re not going to mention her name. You’re not going to remember her when we leave or I’ll have the bird chew out your other eye. I’d rather leave it intact so every time you look in the mirror, it’ll remind you why you have a hole in your socket.”


  Gabby shuddered at Taryn’s tone. Ice. Razor-sharp ice, if that was possible for a smoke-breathing dragon. Never had she heard a tone laced with so much menace that it resonated in her bones. The air around them crackled with energy, like boiling sap and air escaping from burning logs.


  “Go to hell,” Jack spat.


  “Been. Not a place you could handle.” Taryn shoved the man back, releasing his hold and letting the bastard bounce against the floor. “Heed my warning. The only reason I’m letting you live is because I’d rather not make Gabriella watch me take out the trash.”


  Taryn’s gaze softened the moment it landed on Gabby. She shied away, trying to hide her barely clothed body as two long strides brought him to her. He shrugged out of his jacket and gently wrapped it around her shoulders, then used one lethal claw to slice through the leather belt that bound her wrists.


  “He won’t hurt you again,” he whispered, tucking a wet strand of hair behind her ear. “No more running away. You’re under my care now, where you should’ve been two nights ago.” He frowned. “All your life.”


  Gabby gulped in air as relief pummeled her. He brushed his fingers over her cheek, his touch making her wince at the tenderness where she had hit the table.


  “I’ll get your purse. My truck is down the street, but I can get you there without raising suspicion. We can’t stay here,” Taryn said. He held her gaze, and the sense of security that filled her threatened the walls holding back her sobs. She nodded. It was all she could do, silenced by shock and fear and relief. If her heart didn’t slow down, she would pass out.


  Taryn brushed past her into the bedroom. Gabby’s gaze dropped to the thrashing Jack on the floor as he swore and sobbed unintelligently. Blood seeped through the fingers clamped over his eye. When he tried to sit up, Talib squawked and hopped threateningly closer until he lay back down.


  His dark, uninjured eye pinpointed her. His scowl deepened as Gabby felt Taryn’s arm slip around her waist and guide her to the door.


  “My clothes. Shoes.”


  “I have some in the truck for you. This is nothing more than your past after today.”


  Gabby didn’t argue. It was futile. No matter what Taryn said, or even that he’d saved her today, this was her life. This would always be her life. This was the poison that leeched through her veins, killing all hope.


  But she accepted the well-meaning promises of the man who’d saved her and tucked her close to his body as they left the trailer.


  Thankfully, the bottom hem of his jacket covered her to mid-thigh. She could have easily concealed a short skirt beneath it. Shoes were another story, but the handful of people they passed didn’t seem fazed by her lack of footwear.


  The heat that poured off his body kept the chill from her damp skin. She’d noticed he always seemed warmer than her, but right now, he burned, and she found comfort in his heat.


  Talib glided through the air overhead on almost silent wings. He cawed before shooting up into the sky and disappearing over the rooftops.


  She could barely see the trailer park by the time Taryn pulled her to the passenger side of a big pick-up truck. He opened the door and helped her up, placing her purse on her lap before closing the door. She tugged the seatbelt across her and slouched down in the seat, self-conscious of her appearance, her condition, and suffering the aftereffects of nearly being raped.


  Taryn hopped in behind the wheel, revved the engine, and pulled away from the curb, banking a U-turn in the middle of the street. He gunned the accelerator and sped down the road. Only after a few minutes did he reach behind her seat and pull a bag up front.


  “Here. You’ll find pants and a sweater. Good enough for now.”


  Gabby dared to steal a glance at him. “Thanks.”


  The man was forbiddingly handsome, even if the dark edge of his lethal nature shadowed his finely cut profile. His hair was tied back in a small club at his nape, waves of the locks that didn’t quite reach the band falling over one cheek.


  There were no scales. No talons. He appeared fully human. Even his size was normal, which made her wonder if her mind had been playing tricks on her.


  The silence in the truck’s cab carried the heat of Taryn’s carefully tempered rage. His jaw shifted as he ground his teeth. He continually flexed his fingers against the steering wheel.


  She sank deeper into the seat, wrapping her arms around her body. She selfishly inhaled Taryn’s scent from the jacket as she looked out her window at the blurry scenery.


  “Has he done that to you before?”


  Taryn’s strained voice warned her of his barely restrained anger. She sighed, not wanting to look at him. God, she knew what was coming, and she didn’t want to face it.


  “No. Not him.”


  “What do you mean ‘not him?’” She felt the burn of his gaze and refused to look. Instead, she pulled the bag of clothes onto her lap and dug out the pants. “Gabby.”


  “That was the first time he’s tried to do something like that.” He didn’t need to know about the night before, when Janice had stopped Jack. No reason to toss more fuel onto the already raging inferno of his outrage. “Why were you there?”


  “I’ve not been far away. Do you really believe I’d leave you to fend for yourself against our enemies?” Taryn’s tone was harsh. He made a right onto a side street and eased off the accelerator. “Besides, Amelia had Talib keeping watch over you.”


  “So you were there the whole time?” Gabby finally looked at him. She wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse. Why didn’t you come sooner? She suppressed the thought. She should have been smarter and avoided the whole situation.


  Taryn shook his head. “I was on my way to Amelia’s when I realized you were in trouble. Amelia did some little magic trick not long ago that linked me to Talib. Her idea of a joke. After this morning, I’ll have to thank her for her humor.” He glanced at her. “You didn’t answer my question. What did you mean when you said he hadn’t done something like that before?”


  “Exactly what I said. He didn’t.”


  “Has someone else?”


  Gabby tugged on the loose pants as Taryn slowed in front of a house with a gated driveway. She ignored his probing stare. Sighing, he climbed out of the truck and opened the gate. He hopped back into the truck, guided it into the driveway, and cut the engine. Gabby stole her first look at the oversized house out Taryn’s window. It stretched back, longer than she imagined.


  “Is this your house?” Man, she was way out of her league.


  Taryn took her chin in a gentle hold and forced her to look at him. Fury still licked at his eyes, but concern and tenderness ribboned through the rage. “Gabby, I want to make one thing exceedingly clear. You are my lifemate. You are my Keeper’s miracle daughter, and therefore you are my miracle. I want to know your past. Why you take those pills.”


  Gabby tried to turn her head away, but he refused to let her. It sparked a shock of anger, but shame doused it before it could grow into anything useful. She felt mentally exhausted and her head started to throb. Her face hurt. Her stomach hurt. Her wrists burned from where the belt had dug into her tender skin. Her soul felt tattered and far too worn to repair.


  “I want you to know that whatever she did to you, you will never have to fear again.” Taryn brushed his thumb over her jaw. The motion did magic to calm her. Surprisingly, she hadn’t had a breakdown yet. No panic attack. No fainting. She wondered how much of the unexpected boon was due to Taryn’s presence. “I will give you everything you should have had all your life. But I warn you, none of it will include her.”


  “Thank you.”


  The corner of his mouth turned down. Had he expected her to argue with him? Hell, escaping her mother was her goal, by whatever means.


  Taryn lowered his hand and got out of the truck. Gabby watched in the side-view mirror as he returned to the gate to secure it. She quickly slipped out of his jacket and pulled the sweater on, managing to get it over her bra before he opened her door. His eyes dropped to her bare feet.


  “Want to put the shoes on?”


  Gabby held up the empty bag. “No shoes. It’s no big deal. Short distance to the front door.”


  She began to climb out of the truck when he caught her in his arms and cradled her close. She squeaked, clutching his neck as he twisted away and closed the door with a bump of his hip.


  He chuckled. “You let me know when I succeed in sweeping you off your feet. This is all practice.”


  Had she not just suffered the trauma at the trailer, she might have found it in her to laugh. Instead, she settled her head against his chest, shameless in her search for comfort, and sighed.


  She was too broken for anyone to succeed in sweeping her anywhere, except into the garbage.


  



  



  Chapter Eleven


  



  The smell hit her like a smack to the face. Fresh blood, acrid and coppery. Stale smoke and old sex, dried sweat and body odor made it almost impossible to stand.


  Malla tentatively climbed the rickety stairs after one of her father’s soldiers. A human cursed, his language as foul as the odor emanating from the disgusting home. She lifted her gaze to the broken hinge at the top of the door. She tried to get a vibe off the door, but was unable to retrieve any essence of the person who’d touched the thing.


  Strange.


  However, as she stepped into the confinement of the unkempt abode, the strong energy of a Keeper whirled to life. The same Keeper she had seen in her tracking vision at the café.


  The human went quiet. His one-eyed gaze, dirty and evil, latched onto her as she came around the soldier who preceded her. He held a blood-stained hand to one his other eye. With a snap of her fingers, the man froze, suspended in time. She waited to see the replay of the events that had taken place. She waited a few seconds. A few minutes.


  Nothing.


  The two soldiers stared at her with quirked brows. One said, “No activity? Then what happened to his eye?”


  Malla moved closer to the poor excuse for a human and shattered the time suspension. He jerked away from her as she leisurely drew closer. Her spiked heels clicked against the peeling linoleum floor until she had him cornered.


  She tilted her head, eyes narrowing as she examined the scratches and puncture marks on his neck.


  “What the fuck does this one want?”


  Malla tsked. “Language.”


  The human’s eyes widened. With a Keeper in this home, did the idea of hearing thoughts truly surprise him? Perhaps he was unaware of the gem he harbored.


  “What has happened to your eye?” Malla asked, drawing on a fluid husk to coax the man into talking. She glanced around the filthy space, noting the sex stains on the sofa she had crowded him against. “And the attack. Who attacked you?”


  “Never saw him before,” the human said. “Lady, I need to get to a hospital—”


  She held up a hand, silencing him with a faint swirl of purple expelled from her fingertips. “Do not address me as ‘lady.’ I have questions and you seem to have some answers. You have a woman here. Young. Blond. Where is she?”


  The man scowled until she thought his teeth would shatter or his lip would curl in on itself. It was a hideous look. “She’s a no-good slut. The freak who threatened to kill me took her.”


  Enemy or not, his reference to the woman as a slut hit home. Since women in her world were looked upon as merely procreators and objects for the use of men, this human’s opinion of the Keeper woman struck a sensitive chord.


  “I need to see a doctor. That damn bird pecked my eye out.”


  “Perhaps you deserved it.”


  The man jerked upright, his face darkening with rage. “Bitch—”


  Malla’s hand shot out and caught him by the throat. She reinforced her grip with magic, pulling the invisible cords she’d slung around his neck tighter and tighter until his uninjured eye bulged as he choked.


  “Such a foul mouth, human.” She leaned in, paralyzing his efforts to fight, and stared deep into his remaining eye. “Show me what you saw.”


  She’d heard about how humans saw their lives flash before their eyes in moments of life-or-death stress. She had also learned it was true, and she could steal the memories of humans by bringing them to the brink of death before releasing them back to the living.


  She tightened the magical cords and the man’s face flushed a deep maroon. His mouth sputtered open and his tongue protruded as he tried to suck in air.


  “Show me what you saw.”


  With a small shock of magic, she connected with his memories through his eye. She watched as the events before her arrival unfolded in reverse.


  She recognized his attacker immediately. Taryn. The Firestorm dragon who made New Orleans his home.


  And the woman from the café. The Keeper.


  The crow was a wild card, piquing her curiosity. Was that animal somehow linked to the witch she had yet to locate? Or was it the Keeper’s pet?


  What significance did the crow have?


  It certainly rushed in to protect the woman from this dark, soulless excuse for a human. His desire to dominate, to control, ignited her anger. When she had witnessed enough to connect Taryn to the woman as a potential lifemate, she should have loosened the binding around the human’s throat.


  That she continued to choke him drew curious stares from the two soldiers.


  She straightened up, withdrawing her hand but leaving the magical bonds wrapped tight. He couldn’t defend himself beneath the paralysis.


  “You enjoy helpless women, do you?” she asked quietly, a cold smile touching her mouth. “How does it feel?” She leaned closer to stare into his one eye. “To be helpless? To know I control your destiny?”


  Incoherent sounds escaped his lips, nothing she understood. Fear bubbled in his eye.


  She stepped back. “She wouldn’t have been the last. As she wasn’t the first.”


  With a twist of her hand, the invisible cord around his neck cinched. An unseen force jerked his head until a snap resounded in the cramped room of the disgusting hovel and the light of life snuffed from his eye. His limbs went slack and his body sank into the sofa.


  Blood and fluid pooled on the lower lid of what used to be his right eye.


  The soldiers stepped out of Malla’s way with alacrity as she left the filthy place. They trailed her, silent and wary. It wasn’t every day her father’s men witnessed her take a life with no remorse.


  And as each day ticked on, she didn’t doubt it wouldn’t be the last.


  



  



  Chapter Twelve


  



  Gabby had no words for the opulence of Taryn’s house. It was rich down to every last detail. The Grecian columns inside the front entrance. The polished hardwood floors. The gilded mirrors and original oil paintings—Taryn casually slipped in that information as he gave her a brief tour. The kitchen was long and sported quartz and marble and stainless steel, things she had never imagined she’d see up close unless it was in a magazine.


  Awe struck her so hard she barely realized how foolish she must have appeared with a slack jaw and wide eyes.


  “It was pretty much my first impression as well.”


  Gabby jerked around at the strangely familiar female voice. The instant her eyes met those of the beautiful redhead who led an utterly handsome man into the kitchen, she ducked her head, trying to hide whatever bruises Jack left on her face from the strangers.


  The woman held out her hand. Gabby looked at slender fingers stained with what might have been paint. “I’m Briella Everett.” She sighed, her smile widening as she turned her hand over and looked ruefully at the paint. “I thought I got most of that off. I’m sorry.”


  Gabby caught the woman’s hand before she pulled it away. “Gabriella Metz. You were at the club the other night.” She didn’t even wonder at her choice of Gabriella, Taryn’s preferred name for her, over Gabby.


  The man rested a possessive hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I hope Taryn apologized for his poor behavior that night.” He inclined his head. “Syn Terravon.”


  Gabby looked at Taryn. “Is he like you?”


  “Yes. He’s a brother. By scales.” Taryn chuckled. “Damn man’s too serious for my liking.”


  “That’s why you two love each other,” Briella interjected, her eyes flashing with humor. “Don’t be surprised if you see them acting like a bunch of frat boys. They may be a few centuries old, but sometimes I wonder about maturity.”


  Gabby’s mind whirled at the couple’s openness. The woman’s warmth was unlike anything she’d been gifted with. Growing up, she never had a chance to make friends, mainly because her mother would threaten to tell anyone who got too close about Gabby’s lewd behavior.


  “Think any of those girls would want to hang around you? A little whore? Oh, sure, the boys would love to get your mouth on them, but the girls? You’re wasting your time.”


  Warmth prickled up her neck at the harsh memory and the sense of welcome turned cold in her chest. She turned into Taryn, trying to hide her sudden shift in emotions from Briella and Syn.


  “Where’s the restroom?” she asked quietly.


  Taryn lost his smile. His brow furrowed as he slipped his arm around her shoulders.


  “You two going to be around for dinner?” Taryn asked, drawing Gabby close while distracting his friends. “Maybe a trip to the Garden District?”


  “Anything as long as you’re not cooking,” Syn said.


  “Hey, I’m not Alazar. My talents in the kitchen don’t go far. And neither do yours, brother.”


  Gabby listened to the rumble of Taryn’s chuckle as he started them toward the hallway.


  “I’m going to finish showing Gabby around the place and help her get settled in.”


  “Of course,” Briella said. “I should probably jump in the shower and get this paint off me in the meantime.”


  Gabby looked up in time to catch the feral glow in Syn’s eyes as he raked a hot glance over the woman. Taryn’s body blocked her view of the couple as he brought her down the hallway and into a spacious bedroom, closing the door behind them.


  She pulled away and let out a sad sigh. “I can’t stay here.”


  Taryn’s brow creased deeper. “And why not?”


  “This is way out of my comfort zone. Like I stepped into a different world.” She touched the side of her face with the tips of her fingers, wincing where her skin was tender from being smashed against the table. Her jaw still ached. “I may be this Keeper you mention, but this,” she waved vaguely at the elegant room, “is too much for me.”


  Taryn watched her, his gaze as tangible as a security blanket she wanted to pull close and throw off at the same time. She could not let herself get caught up in the hope that all of this might be true. Fate was a bitch. Destiny a liar. Nothing like that existed.


  Did she ever hope and dream of having a man look at her, want her, the way Syn evidently wanted Briella?


  Oh, God, yes!


  But she wasn’t idiot enough to lose herself to flagrant wishes and impossibilities.


  “Okay. I understand your concern. I do. Can you agree to stay here a few days? Until things blow over? Until I can be assured of your safety?” Taryn asked.


  She pressed her lips together. Restraint coiled in his eyes as calm smoothed over his otherwise sharp features. She sensed his small grin masked an unseen battle within him.


  “I promise you. You’re safe here. You’ll have this room. You’ll have whatever you need while you’re here. Companionship, friendship, even family, in a sense. Food. Warmth. Clothing. Comfort. Will you allow me a chance to show you the life you were meant to live, the life you are meant to enjoy? If, in a few days, things have died down and I think it’s safe for you to leave, I’ll let you leave without argument.” He licked his lips, evidence of the difficulty he had making the offer. “I’ll let you leave without protest if you still feel this way.”


  “You’re going to try to convince me to stay.” She’d seen such a scenario in movies and read about it in books. And when he shrugged, she couldn’t help the bubble of giddiness that filled her chest. What a strange sensation, this excitement. “Okay. For a few days.”


  Relief flashed in his eyes. “Thank you, Gabriella.”


  “Gabby.”


  His grin dropped. “I’m sorry. I know you don’t like—”


  “It’s not that I don’t like you calling me by my full name. It’s just the way you say it. It sounds…” She waved her hand and turned way. “Never mind. Is the bathroom through that door? I want to wash my face.”


  Taryn reached out and brushed his fingers along her cheek. His touch didn’t sting, as she expected with her skin well on the way to bruising. Instead, the gentle motion splintered some of the barriers she tried to erect between them before she could even attempt to reinforce them. She craved his touch as much as she craved his kiss. Two things she recoiled from when it came to any other man.


  But Taryn was different. Even if she tried to convince herself she didn’t deserve him or the promised safety he offered, he simply felt right.


  Her head tilted into his touch.


  “I’ll draw you a bath. I have some witchy things from Amelia that might help you heal. I don’t have much power in this world to do so myself, otherwise I would’ve taken these scrapes and bruises away already.” His voice was as soft as his touch, drawing her in faster than she could hold herself back. Her eyelids grew heavy as his fingertips feathered over her jaw, her brow. “If you’d prefer to stay in for dinner, I can arrange that.”


  Gabby nodded without speaking. Her body began tipping toward Taryn until she sucked in a breath and snapped herself away from his alluring touch. He lowered his arm to his side.


  “Give me a few minutes. I’ll ready the bath and leave you to soak and relax.”


  Gabby didn’t argue. She listened to the water filling the tub in the adjoining room. Soothing scents, most she couldn’t name, wafted into the bedroom on curls of steam. She looked around the room, noting the masculine accents, mostly in the dark wood furniture and dark leather sitting chairs. The bed was large, with a burgundy comforter and black throw on the foot.


  Taryn peeked around the doorframe. “Ready?”


  Gabby nodded, motioning to the room. “Is this your bedroom?”


  Taryn stepped into the doorway and brushed his hands on his jeans. “Yes.”


  “I’m not going to impose here.”


  His eyes narrowed. “You’re not imposing. I gladly offer you my room to stay in. I’ve got several rooms in this house. I’ll sleep in one of the others.”


  “Why don’t I stay in one of the others, then? Instead of displacing you?” Her attempt to put more space between them was failing. “That doesn’t seem fair.”


  “Angel, you can’t displace me. Now, I want you to make sure the water isn’t too hot or cold.” He held out his hand to her. “Come on.”


  Regardless of what would happen in the next few days, right now her spirits soared at Taryn’s generosity.


  A bath.


  She would finally have a chance to experience a bath.


  * * *


  Taryn carried the three mugs of coffee into the courtyard and placed them on the wrought-iron table. Briella and Syn each took one and began pouring milk and sugar into their mugs. He was surprised to have found the couple lingering in the kitchen when he came out of his room. Damn, if he and Gabriella were on Briella and Syn terms, he would’ve carried his woman into the shower without hesitation.


  Instead, Syn had been rubbing Briella’s shoulders as his lifemate worried her bottom lip until it was red and swollen.


  Even now, fifteen minutes later, her lip was still dark pink. Syn’s concerned glances hadn’t let up, either.


  “Is she okay?” Briella asked. Taryn sat heavily in his chair and sipped his coffee, forgoing his usual healthy heap of sugar. He hoped the strong brew would energize him enough to gain some insight into the battle he would have to fight for Gabriella.


  This wasn’t a physical battle, something he had all the confidence in the world of winning. This would be a battle of the unknown. Of shadows and secrets and intangibility.


  “I don’t know,” Taryn said honestly.


  How could she be okay? Amelia’d thought to punish Taryn for his behavior toward Gabriella the night they met by linking his sight to her damn bird’s, but when he saw Talib fly to his lifemate’s rescue, he thanked the Goddess for his friend’s foresight. Taryn may have stopped that bastard from raping her, but had he stopped him from hurting her? Had others hurt her? He was beginning to believe the shadows that suffocated the fire in her soul were nightmares he didn’t want to learn in great detail.


  If he did, there was little telling to what lengths he’d go to destroy any person who ever hurt her.


  That’s all he and his brothers needed. A bloody corpse trail, thanks to a lethal dragon with no mercy and a deadly personality when it came to his lifemate.


  Taryn stared into the fountain pool beside them. Not even the gentle trickle of water or the rustle of leaves from the plants could ease the tension in his neck or the anxiety that flowed from Gabriella into him.


  Anxiety. The woman was drowning in it.


  He took a deep sip of coffee.


  “What happened to her? The bruises on her face?” Syn asked.


  Taryn leveled a cool glance on his friend. “She was attacked.”


  “Baroqueth?” When Taryn shook his head, Briella’s shoulders sank in relief. “Then who?”


  “Someone who won’t be bothering her again.” He set his mug on the table and frowned. “I’m not sure if it’s worse never having a lifemate or having one with the very real possibility she will leave me.”


  Briella glanced at Syn, who pinned him with a hard glower. “Why would you think that?”


  “She’s somehow convinced she doesn’t deserve this.” He waved toward the house. “That she doesn’t deserve me. Can you believe it?”


  “And you think you can’t change her mind? This is uncharacteristic of you, Taryn, the man who can charm a snake into his bed.”


  Taryn scowled. “I’m not trying to charm her.” Syn arched a brow and Taryn groaned. “Not into my bed. I’m trying to figure out what is going on inside her head that makes her say these things about herself. Believe them.”


  “Janice.” Syn said the name as if it was the answer to everything.


  Taryn stared at his friend. Maybe it was that simple. Maybe Janice was the whole reason behind Gabriella’s lack of self-worth. He well knew the damn woman was toxic.


  Briella reached forward and squeezed his hand. “Give her time. Show her what you can offer her. Not the money, but the heart inside you.” Sadness crept into her expression. “Has she been abused?”


  The last word, spoken with only a slight hesitation, riled his dragon. He had no way of knowing for sure, but his instincts were screaming the obvious.


  “I’m no psychologist, but if she has been abused, it’s—”


  A loud clatter echoed down the hallway from somewhere in the house. Taryn leaped to his feet and bolted inside. Panic and worry exploded in his chest as he burst into his room.


  “Gabriella!”


  He came to a sudden halt in the bathroom doorway. Gabriella stared up at him, wide eyed, only her head above the bubble-layered water. The small table beside the bathtub that had held salt and oil bottles lay on its side, the contents scattered across the floor. Only one bottle had shattered.


  “I-I’m sorry. I was reaching back…for…”


  Taryn closed his eyes and released the breath he had been holding. His heart pattered erratically for several beats before settling back into a sensible rhythm.


  “I didn’t mean to barge in. I heard the crash. Thought something happened.” A relieved chuckle escaped him. “This is no casualty. I assure you.” He forced himself to avert his gaze, despite how tempting it was to admire her bubble-dotted hair and water-streaked face. “I, um, I’ll leave you to your bath. When you’re done, let me know so I can clean this up. I don’t want you cutting yourself.”


  He turned to leave, silently cursing his fright and the sudden influx of hunger that needled his lower gut.


  “Taryn?”


  He paused a step away from the door. “Yes, angel?”


  “Thank you.” Water sloshed in the tub with her movement. “For your kindness. It’s been a very long time.”


  “Forever.”


  Her single-word thought chipped at his heart. A heart that ached for his lifemate and whatever pain and cruelty she had endured.


  “No need to thank me. Everyone deserves kindness. You deserve kindness.”


  He waited several beats for her to say more. When she remained silent, he slipped out of the room, closing the door behind him. He dragged his hands roughly down his face and groaned inwardly.


  He needed to learn her secrets. Her past.


  He feared that if he couldn’t unravel the mystery inside her chaos, he would lose her. Not to the Baroqueth.


  To herself.


  



  



  Chapter Thirteen


  



  Gabby emerged from the bedroom wearing the Taryn-sized sweatpants and sweater he had given her. She did her best to clean up the mess she’d made, along with a promise to herself to replace the items she had ruined. She had to convince him to return to the trailer so she could get some clothes. She wasn’t going to leech off him and his generosity. She needed to find a new job and start getting her life in order.


  Almost thirty-one years old and still so lost.


  “Taryn?”


  A muffled laugh drew her attention down the hallway to an open door. She made it two steps before Taryn appeared in the doorway, his mouth curled in a smile and his eyes glittering with life. The sight of him filled her with ease, an unspoken permission to relax and be herself. Not that she knew who that was.


  “Come on out and join us. Want a cup of coffee? Juice? Soda? Wine?” He moved toward her, that smile lighting up his handsome face. His eyes barely brushed the bruises that had begun to show on her cheek, but when he reached her, he placed the softest of kisses on her marred flesh. “Did you enjoy your bath?”


  Gabby raised her fingers, the oversized sweater falling away from her hand. “Maybe a little too much.” Her fingertips were wrinkly, but she didn’t care. The water had felt so amazing and whatever oils Taryn put in the water did wonders to ease the tension that had built up inside her, an entire lifetime’s worth. “Where’s a broom so I can finish cleaning up the mess?”


  Taryn scoffed, slinging an arm around her shoulders. “Nice try. Briella and Syn are outside. Go join them. I’ll be out in a minute with your drink of choice.”


  She quietly admired his strength as the warmth of his body soaked through her clothes. He had a silent power about him, one he hid beneath a smile and charisma that she thought might make an unsuspecting enemy none the wiser. A true predator.


  He didn’t frighten her. He simply made her want to admire him and open that door of hope she had barred shut.


  She stopped just outside the back door and gasped. “Oh my, this is beautiful.”


  Taryn’s lips quirked. “I try my best to keep it up. A sanctuary of sorts. Go have a seat at the table. Would you be okay if we ordered takeout?”


  She looked around, barely hearing him as she drank in the serenity of the courtyard. Lush plants and colorful flowers had been strategically placed throughout the space that stretched far back. A few benches, chairs, and two small tables dotted narrow paths around a water feature in the center of the yard, a pool-like ornament with a bubbling fountain and delicate vines around stone walls.


  She spotted Briella and Syn—hard not to spot the gorgeous couple—seated at a table, mugs in front of them. Syn lounged in his chair with an arm draped behind Briella.


  “I could watch that look on your face all day and never grow tired of it.”


  Heat suffused her face as Taryn’s voice eased into her mind. She turned to find him watching her closely. His attention drew her in, pushing back the barriers she desperately wanted to keep in place. His gaze was as tender as his touch, and it made her heart flutter.


  He made her body rise from darkness and shadows. Awaken from a cold sleep.


  “Drink?”


  She cleared her throat. “Um, coffee will be fine. And takeout is perfect. I have some cash—”


  Taryn snorted and rolled his eyes. The motion was childish, but for some reason, he made it look sexy.


  Sexy. She never found anything sexy.


  “Don’t even start. I’ll be right back.”


  He gave her lower back a gentle nudge with his palm before returning to the house. Gabby tamped down the urge to follow him. Why on earth did watching him walk away feel like something physically tore out of her chest?


  It made no sense.


  Unless…


  She shook her head and headed toward the smiling Briella and the laid-back Syn.


  Lifemates don’t exist.


  She’d ask the couple. Surely they were level-headed enough to agree with her on that point.


  “You’re glowing. That bath must’ve been just what you needed,” Briella said brightly as Gabby took the only seat at the table with no mug in front of it.


  “It was a treat, for sure,” Gabby admitted, playing with her damp hair in an effort to tug some strands forward to conceal her injured face. Like Taryn, Briella avoided looking at the injuries, but Syn clearly felt no such compunction. God, she couldn’t forget that these men were dragons. Predators behind gorgeous faces. “Do you live here, too?”


  “Yes and no. Depends on whether I have an exhibit at the art gallery or not. I’m a painter, if you didn’t already guess. We spend most of our time at The Hollow. For now, it’s safer.”


  Gabby perked up. “The Hollow? Where’s that?”


  Briella leaned forward, braced on her forearms. An excited spark lit her blue-gray eyes. “Taryn hasn’t told you about our home? Our real home?” When Gabby shook her head, Briella laughed. “Oh, you’re going to love it!”


  “I don’t understand. Isn’t this home?”


  “This is a temporary residence,” Syn said. “A vacation spot, in a sense. Although Taryn rooted down here over the last few decades, home is back in our world.”


  “Words can’t describe it. Only one way in and one way out. A magical portal. It’s an untouched land with magic and beauty unlike anything you can imagine.” Briella glanced at Syn. “Maybe some of the spring water will help with the healing?”


  Self-conscious, Gabby tugged more hair over her bruised and swollen cheek. There wasn’t much more she could do without looking like Cousin It. “It’s nothing that won’t heal in a few days.”


  “I’m sure you don’t want people asking questions at the club.”


  “I won’t be going back there.”


  Briella’s excitement fizzled. A crease formed between her brows. “I know it’s a silly question, but why not? Is that where you got hurt?”


  Well, hell if this conversation wasn’t going straight into the fire.


  “I don’t think I’m a good fit with their standards.”


  “You’re too good for them.” Taryn reached from behind her to place a steaming mug of coffee on the table. She avoided his probing gaze as he took his seat beside her and rearranged a sugar bowl and creamer for her to use. She thanked him and mixed her coffee, trying to ignore the burn his potent attention lit along her skin. “It’s a great place to hang, but I’m not sure about working there. Questionable crowd.”


  She took the bait, lifting a brow at him. “How so?”


  Taryn snickered against the lip of his mug, eyes darkening. “Trust me on it.”


  “Implying customers such as yourself?”


  “Perhaps.”


  Gabby didn’t tear her eyes from him until he lowered his mug and stretched out in his chair.


  “Let’s just say they can be an unsavory bunch. And there is no way I want you around unsavory bunches. You don’t deserve that.” Taryn shrugged, a grin settling on his mouth. A mouth, she realized, she was staring at. She quickly lifted her mug and took a sip of coffee to hide the urge to lick her lips. Whatever it was about Taryn that made her feel and think and dream things she otherwise despised—thanks to her mother—she wasn’t sure she had the strength to fight it. “When you’re dealing with paranormal crowds trying to hide among humans, it can get interesting when alcohol becomes a factor.”


  “I was told you’ve stepped in a few times. To protect some of the staff,” Gabby said.


  “Who said that? Suzanne?”


  Gabby scowled at the name. If there was one reason she was happy not to return to that place, that manager was it. Another was simply to piss her mother off.


  “I’m not going to sit by and let customers be assholes to the staff. Simple as that.”


  “Modern-day knight in shining armor.”


  “Don’t inflate his ego,” Syn groused.


  “He seems pretty grounded,” Gabby said mildly, earning herself three sets of curious eyes. She quickly took another sip from her mug.


  “They are,” Briella said, her hand dropping to Syn’s thigh. “The guys like to mess around, but don’t be fooled. Wait until you meet Gabe. He ran out for a bit, but should be back by dinner.”


  Gabby looked away when faint flames licked at Syn’s eyes before he turned his attention to Briella. Unfortunately, where it landed earned her a smoldering gaze from Taryn and a wave of liquid heat coiling through her belly. Taryn in no way tried to hide his lust, if that’s what she wanted to call it. It was so strange that she actually enjoyed that look in his eyes. Barely restrained hunger. Seeing that look on anyone else made her sick to her stomach.


  “How many of you are here in New Orleans?” Gabby asked.


  Taryn’s expression didn’t lighten from the lust-laced shadows. “Right now, the two of us and Gabe. He’s hanging here for a short duration. We had a party about a month ago when the Baroqueth decided to unleash a very public attack on Briella and Syn.”


  “What a mess,” Syn muttered.


  “Clean-up was a bitch, to say the least. We dispersed for a period of time. The Baroqueth came back and did some damage control, memory cleansing and such, but not before it hit the Internet and the media. We’re still lying low. Seems to be an influx of tourists after the events.”


  “That has to be why my mother decided to come here. She wouldn’t give me details, but I managed to find something on the Internet before it was wiped out. There’s nothing anymore.”


  “We don’t need humans finding out dragons are real. The only good the Baroqueth did was try to erase the events from the public eye. They don’t want the competition when it comes to who gets to kill us for our power,” Taryn said with a sarcastic chuckle. He winked at Gabby. “Dragons are hot commodities, you know.”


  The smile that came to her lips was nothing shy of surprising. The ease with which her lips tilted and the lightness that filled her chest could easily become a drug to her soul. A prescription her body badly needed.


  It gave her another nudge toward hoping for a better future.


  “I’d suspect they would be, since they aren’t supposed to exist,” Gabby said.


  “Well, they certainly do, but few have the history of the Firestorms. They’re like a myth within the myth. Mostly because they don’t exist on this plane. They have their own world,” Briella said. Her brows arched up when Gabby looked at her. “My parents have been giving me a long overdue history lesson since they learned Syn survived when the Baroqueth attacked The Hollow, killing most of the dragons and the Keepers and their families.”


  Taryn leaned toward Gabby. “Brie’s parents knew your father. Most Keepers hung out together, either for defense classes or skills upkeep. I’m sure that aside from what I can tell you, you might enjoy hearing about Corvin from someone else’s perspective.”


  Her father. A man she had never met, yet the mere mention of his name made her chest tighten with loss and her eyes sting. She never should have believed the lies her mother told about her father. She knew better than anyone Janice couldn’t be trusted. Gabby lowered her head and stared into the cup of coffee. How different would her life have been if her father was around? Would her mother have played the role she had, or would her father have kept Gabby and raised her in a loving and caring home?


  Damaged goods, girl. That’s all you are.


  * * *


  Gabby enjoyed the delicious meal, taking the time to savor each bite. She was grateful Taryn kept the conversation diverted from her past, and her present, for that matter. She learned about Briella’s gift of hearing thoughts and seeing visions, and her talent as an artist.


  “Syn and I decided it would be best if we kept my art exhibits to a minimum until tensions with the Baroqueth blow over. Although, by the looks of it, that won’t be anytime soon. The owner of Stackwood has been after me to set up another show. My debut was successful. Explosive, as he described it.”


  Taryn snickered. “Oh, he has no idea just how literal that was.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin and pushed his empty plate aside. He had switched out his coffee for a beer and took a swig from the bottle. Gabby washed down her last bite of gumbo with water and sighed with delight as he added, “The sky most definitely exploded all right.”


  “The night of the attack,” Briella answered Gabby’s unspoken question. A forlorn shadow crossed her expression. Gabby’s heart gave a little tap, understanding disappointment even if she never had the opportunity to aspire to much besides becoming the lifemate of a beast. According to her mother, dragons were beasts in the most basic form of the word.


  She dared a glance at Taryn and caught him watching her, curiosity and adoration in his eyes. Her cheeks heated. So far, she hadn’t seen much of a beast in the man who was supposedly her lifemate. Then again, she had yet to deal with his bedroom etiquette.


  Despite all the horrors her mother prepared her for, she couldn’t see Taryn being the brute Janice had painted him to be.


  “What are you thinking, angel? You have a storm in your eyes.”


  She wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to hearing him inside her head. The conversations, however short, were so intimate and sensual. His voice rolled like thick honey, warm and golden. It rocked her mind and dared her to see beyond the horrors of her life and dream of a different future.


  “How is this house safe from the Baroqueth if they know you’re here? Can’t they trace you?” Gabby asked.


  The sly curl at the corner of his mouth as he took one more drink from his bottle could undo a woman as shattered as she was. Taryn was handsome, charming, and relaxed. Had she not witnessed the beastly side of him coming to her rescue, she would argue he was an upstanding gentleman.


  “Wards.” He spoke the word as casually as if he were saying air. He placed his bottle on the table and folded his arms on the table top, pinning her with a dark look. “Magic. I’ve been here for a while, as Syn said. Made some really powerful friends. They’ve helped lay wards around the property to keep danger at bay. Can they come in?” He shrugged. “I suppose. I haven’t had a Baroqueth guest yet. They’d trip the wards and we’d escape before they could so much as wiggle their fingers and call up some spell.”


  “There are some very strange entities in this city,” Briella said with a shudder.


  “That, sweet Brie, is why you don’t play in graveyards at night.”


  Briella pitched her napkin at Taryn with a snort. “Keep calling me that and I’ll start thinking I belong beside a serving of apples and crackers. And I don’t play in graveyards.”


  Gabby bit her bottom lip as she watched the exchange with suppressed humor. Taryn’s attention shifted to Syn.


  “That’s not what I heard.”


  Syn groaned. “Quiet. I was with her.”


  “Exactly my point. Playing.”


  Smoke rose from the corners of Syn’s mouth. His pupils stretched into vertical slits. “I’ll show you playing.”


  “Tsk-tsk. You’re not my type.”


  Briella laughed and placed a hand on Syn’s arm. “You get riled so easily.”


  “He does.” Taryn clicked his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “Besides, I don’t think it would serve any good purpose to draw attention to ourselves by spitting fire at each other in the air.”


  “On that note”—Syn stood up and stretched his arms over his head before gathering the plates in front of Briella and himself—“I think I’m taking Briella out for a while.” The kind grin he bestowed on Gabby shocked her, considering she thought he’d been seriously upset. “Let you two become more acquainted.”


  “I have to shower first. It didn’t happen when Taryn and Gabby first returned.”


  Briella sidled by Syn, dragging her hand along his back before she hurried into the house.


  “Always teasing me with the damn shower,” he muttered, unable to hide his grin as he followed Briella into the house.


  “And that’s family,” Taryn concluded. Gabby laughed quietly, feeling shy. She played mindlessly with the ends of her hair. “You know, that smile looks good on you.”


  “Thanks. I haven’t had much reason to smile in a long time,” she admitted.


  “Well, then”—he unfurled his arm and held open his hand for her—“maybe it’s time to change that.”


  She stared at his palm. Strong. Calloused. The hand of a man who could offer protection or punishment. She hated touch. Touch had defiled her.


  Yet…


  Slowly, she lowered her hand into his and allowed him to bring her knuckles to his lips. He kissed her softly, the gesture so tender it unleashed sensations and feelings within her body she feared to acknowledge. His lips, hot and firm. His eyes watched, admired.


  “You appeared to enjoy dinner. If you like, we can attempt beignets for dessert. Or kick back and watch a movie with popcorn.”


  Gabby raised a brow. “I can’t see you watching a movie with popcorn.”


  Taryn stood up. “Angel, let me tell you a thing about me, movies, and popcorn.” He helped push back her chair as she climbed to her feet. He caught her free hand as she reached for her plate. “Nope. I’ve got that taken care of. Come. I’ll let you pick out the movie.”


  They barely made it a step into the house when the musical chime of the doorbell brought her to an abrupt halt. Taryn’s good-natured attitude turned icy cold as his fingers gave her hand a gentle squeeze.


  Syn came out of the kitchen, tossing a cautious glance at Taryn. The air around them grew thick and hard to breathe. Gabby moved closer to the man who’d already saved her from one horrible fate.


  “Police,” Syn said on a growl. His gaze went to Gabby. “Briella just had a vision.”


  A knock followed this information.


  Taryn seemed to shake free of whatever trance held him. He ushered Gabby into his bedroom, his expression dead serious. “Stay here. Be quiet. Whatever you do, don’t come out. They have werewolves on the police force in this city.”


  He tapped his nose, indicating exactly what he meant before he closed the door.


  Gabby shuddered as fear trickled through her newly discovered happiness. Rivulets that created fissures, reminding her who she was, where she came from, and where she’d end up.


  No one, not even a lifemate, would risk their freedom to hide a criminal and a stranger.


  Putting her back to the wall, she closed her eyes, pressed her lips together, and silently prayed that this nightmare would just be over.


  



  



  Chapter Fourteen


  



  The effort to keep his dragon calm while feigning his usual laid-back demeanor was more difficult than he imagined. Syn waited on the stairs, out of sight, as Taryn answered the second forceful knock.


  There was only one reason he could imagine the police would show up on his doorstep. Hopefully the wards around his property averted any wolves. There wasn’t much he could do to disguise Gabriella’s scent. Not at this point.


  Two officers in suits stood on his stoop. They appeared curious and determined. Neither smelled like wolf. The relief was small, but it was definitely one score for him.


  “Good evening, sir. Sorry to bother you. Is there a Taryn Chovetz living at this address?”


  Taryn nodded once. “I’m Taryn.”


  “I’m Detective Jenkins and this is Detective Garner with the New Orleans Police Department.” Each man held out their ID for Taryn to inspect. “We’re following a few leads on an incident that occurred earlier today. Do you have a few minutes?”


  Taryn leaned against the doorframe, taking the time to scan the surrounding street. He detected no signs of Baroqueth or Janice.


  “Always ready to help when I can. What’s the problem?” Taryn asked. A prickling sensation at the back of his mind kept him on edge. Gabriella was starting to panic, and right now, he could do little to reassure her. “Calm, angel. Everything will be fine.” He opened the front door a bit wider, allowing the detectives a better look inside to show them he had nothing to hide. “There’s always an incident in good ol’ NOLA. What happened today?”


  Jenkins pulled a small notebook from his chest pocket and flipped it open. “Are you acquainted with a Mr. Jack Stanley? Or a Ms. Janice Metz?”


  Taryn pursed his lips in feigned thought. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”


  “How about a Ms. Gabriella Metz?”


  Taryn narrowed his eyes. “I know a Gabby who just started to work at The Spotted Cat. But I’m sure there are plenty of Gabriellas around.”


  Garner cleared his throat. “Actually, she is the Gabriella in question.”


  “I don’t understand.” Taryn pushed off the doorframe and hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans. “She’s been at the club for two nights.”


  “We’re investigating the death of Jack Stanley. His body was found earlier this afternoon in his place of residence. There is speculation about Gabriella’s whereabouts and her involvement in his death, as voiced by her mother, Janice, who says you’re acquainted with her daughter.”


  Taryn forced the smoke down into his throat and clenched his teeth at the urge to rebuke such a silly notion. Gabriella’s fear sparked in his mind so strong it actually sent a tremor down his arms.


  “Acquainted, yes. From the club. I can’t imagine the woman having the nerve to harm anyone, let alone be involved in the death of someone. Shy little thing.” He’d left the blasted man alive, to suffer in his own hideous malformation. He could think of two ways the poor excuse for a human might have ended up dead. One, Janice had finished him off in an attempt to set up her daughter, although that made no sense if she was hoping to get a chunk of Taryn’s hoard. Two, someone else had found Gabriella’s residence and he’d arrived not a moment too soon in more ways than one.


  “My understanding is that she moved to New Orleans about a month ago. I only know her because I frequent the club.” He shrugged carelessly. “She’s a pretty girl. I noticed her.”


  Had the damn Baroqueth tracked them from the trailer, too? Were they on his trail, closer than he imagined?


  His chest tightened in response to his lifemate’s panic. Goddess, the physical reaction was overwhelming. Was this what she fought every day of her life?


  Jenkins jotted down his statement. “How is it that Ms. Janice Metz could give us a full name and description of your appearance if you are not acquainted with her?”


  Taryn chuckled as his frustration grew. “Perhaps she saw me at the club? And perhaps her daughter disclosed my identity to her? Certainly, that is no basis to imply I might be involved in this.”


  The detectives shared a silent glance before Garner motioned to Taryn’s truck.


  “Is that yours?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “A truck matching that description was seen in the vicinity of Mr. Stanley’s residence.” Garner’s eyes hardened when they turned to Taryn. “Can you explain that?”


  Well, damn.


  “I was visiting a friend earlier today who lives off St. Philips Street. Her name’s Amelia Reinhardt. I don’t know where this Stanley guy lives, but I can assure you, my truck isn’t all that unique.” Amelia would cover for him. She lived close enough to the trailer park that it was a plausible explanation.


  “Mr. Chovetz, let’s cut to the chase. A man matching your description was seen walking down the sidewalk with a woman matching Gabriella Metz’s description not far from the scene of a suspicious death. Both man and woman left in a truck matching the one in your driveway and that you just stated belongs to you.”


  Tempering his dragon was becoming a bitch.


  “As I said—”


  “Hey, sexy. I’ve been waiting upstairs for you. What’s taking so long?”


  Taryn jerked around and practically choked as Syn sauntered forward to join him and winked.


  Ohh, hell, no.


  His dearest friend slung an arm around his shoulders and dipped his head to nuzzle Taryn’s neck. Taryn nearly pushed him away until Syn growled. “Play along.”


  Ugh.


  Taryn mustered a smile and leaned into Syn, silently cursing the man. “Sorry, sweetie. These two detectives dropped by to ask some questions about a guy who died. Someone said they saw me and my truck.” He snickered. “And a woman.”


  Syn laughed. “Seriously? Gentlemen, all due respect, but Taryn is not a woman’s man. I can assure you. He slid out from under me to drop something at his friend’s house and came right back.” Syn rubbed a strand of Taryn’s hair between his fingers. “He doesn’t like to be away from me for long.”


  The detectives exchanged an uncomfortable look. Jenkins removed a business card from another pocket and held it out to Taryn. “We’ll be in touch. In the meantime, if you remember any details from earlier, or come across Gabriella Metz, please give us a call immediately. Her mother warned us she is mentally unstable and prone to violent outbursts.”


  Taryn fought the resentful twitch in his head as Syn’s fingers drew down his neck. “Yeah. If I see her, I’ll let you know.”


  The detectives turned away and headed down the stairs. Taryn couldn’t close the door fast enough. Syn scowled and backed away, wiping his hands on his jeans as though wiping off a squished bug.


  “I can’t believe I just saved your ass like that,” he groused.


  Taryn winked. “And here I thought I wasn’t your type.” After a short silence, they both laughed. “Well, you go back to your type. I’m going to check on mine. And let’s pretend you didn’t just come on to me. I’d hate to get on Brie’s bad side.”


  “There will be no pretending. It never happened.”


  Taryn shook his head as Syn bounded up the stairs. He glanced out the window as the detectives exited the gate of his property. Only when they pulled away from the curb in their unmarked squad car did he return to his bedroom.


  He was both shocked and concerned when he found Gabriella pressed to the wall just inside the door, her body stiff as stone, pale as ivory, and her breaths coming in fast, shallow gasps.


  “Angel, they’re gone.” He stepped up to her, drawing his fingers over her cheek. He witnessed the magic of his touch as it calmed her breathing. She opened her eyes and hit him with a powerful dose of fear and anxiety. A shaky breath left her lips, but her shoulders remained stiff. He stroked her brow, tucking strands of golden hair behind her ear. “I told you, you’re safe with me.”


  “You didn’t kill him,” she whispered. “How’s Jack dead?”


  “Because someone didn’t think my punishment was enough.” Which begged the question, why would the Baroqueth waste their time killing the bastard and not just wiping his memories? “Your mother is a piece of work.”


  “Taryn, I-I should really leave. You don’t deserve this. Not the hauntings of my life.”


  He moved closer, molding his palm along the smooth contours of her face. He traced her plump lower lip with his thumb, bracing his other hand on the wall by her head.


  “If you could trade your hauntings for something beautiful, would you?” His mouth burned to taste hers again. The way her lips parted and her eyes grew cloudy with something other than the ever-present anxiety gave him a spark of hope that perhaps he could win her over. “If I could give you peace and happiness, would you take it?”


  He lowered his head, inhaling the scent of her skin. Her hands lifted to his waist, her fingers trembling.


  He feathered a kiss over her brow. “You are my lifemate, Gabriella. Someone so precious to me. Your pain is mine. Your shadows my own.” Her fingers tightened on him, pulling him closer. He obliged, resting his leg against the outside of hers, holding her to the wall. Another light kiss to her cheek drew a sigh from her. “Show me what haunts you and I’ll take it all away.”


  Gabriella leaned into his palm as he rested his forehead on hers. Her eyes fixed on his mouth, her breaths unsteady. “I-I can’t. It’s too hideous. You’ll realize I’m right.”


  With a tip of his head, he brought his lips to hers in a soft, airy kiss. “Let me prove you wrong. Open your mind to me, angel. You don’t have to speak. I can see your memories, if you let me.”


  He lifted his mouth from the temptation of hers, keeping their foreheads connected and the tips of their noses brushing. Her fingertips pinched his waist as she clutched him, her lips drawn tight. He began to wonder if her secrets would forever be locked inside her.


  Then he received the first memory.


  Gabriella, a small girl no older than five, being coaxed by her conniving mother to kneel between a grown man’s legs. Another memory, a few years later, a crying Gabriella standing naked in a room while two men ogled and fondled her.


  The memories came more quickly, bouncing between early childhood and the present, each one worse than the last. Soft sobs escaped her despite the waves of comfort he tried to provide. Comfort he found difficult to hold onto while both he and his dragon coiled and twisted with dangerous levels of rage.


  As the horrifying memories flew through her mind, he absorbed each one, vivid as if it were happening in front of him. Her pain. Her shame. Her embarrassment. Her self-loathing and helplessness.


  Her regret.


  Her strong desire to end it. To be done. To give up on life.


  Taryn eased away, both from the nightmare of her life and the heat of her body. She looked up at him, tears streaking her face, but his fury had reached far beyond his control.


  “That was everything?” His voice was as deadly as venom-laced wine. Smooth, with a bite. She shook her head. Such a small motion, but one that snipped the last cord that kept him grounded.


  He snarled, spun away from Gabriella and stormed out of the room. Red-hot fury burned in his veins, singed his mind and blinded his sight. Sight that had turned thermal with his dragon as he burst through the front door and left his house, prepared to hunt.


  * * *


  “Taryn, please!”


  The pathetic wails that exploded from her chest didn’t bring him back. She had never seen anyone look so lethal and angry. Never seen such hatred and disgust. She crumpled to the floor and sobbed, her body shaking mercilessly. Her head began to throb and her chest tightened until she swore her heart was wringing the life out of her.


  Each breath became a struggle to get past her closing throat. Her stomach lurched.


  She should never have given herself permission to hope. To think, even for a moment, that a man like Taryn would find anything worthy in her.


  She lived a nightmare. Not a fairytale.


  Gabby gasped for air, the pain in her chest restricting her lungs. She frantically looked around the room until she found her purse on the nightstand by the bed. The room pulsed in time with her pounding heart and darkness crept around the edges of her vision.


  She pitched forward onto her hands and knees and struggled to move on shaking limbs. Tears spilled from her face, splattering over her hands and she forced herself to cross the room. Twice, her elbows buckled and she splayed onto the rug.


  She reached the nightstand and sat back against it, grappling for her purse. It fell into her lap. She frantically dug for her medications.


  One bottle.


  Two bottles.


  All of them.


  She fumbled with the top of the first bottle until it opened. Her hands shook so badly that pills spilled over her.


  She didn’t care.


  Anything to make the pain stop. Anything to make the shame stop.


  She poured what was left into her palm. Stared at the contents.


  Anything to make it all stop.


  The door crashed against the wall. She didn’t look up, focused on her hand.


  “Gabby?”


  Not going to stop me.


  She popped the handful of pills into her mouth as Briella started screaming for Syn.


  



  



  Chapter Fifteen


  



  Rage took on a whole new meaning as he stalked the streets of the French Quarter. He’d kept his head low, his senses on high alert, hiding his eyes until he could force the dragon back under his control. His body boiled with fury, his mind spinning at what he had seen.


  The horrors. The abuse.


  Goddess, no wonder his lifemate was so shattered.


  And Janice was to blame.


  Jack wouldn’t have been the first man to abuse his lifemate. He doubted he would’ve been the last, if Janice had her way. It was Gabriella’s own self-loathing and severe anxiety and depression that kept her tied to Janice. That, and Janice’s slick use of her own daughter’s abilities to get blackmail material.


  Gabriella truly believed herself worthless.


  Oh, sweet Goddess, he’d prove just how wrong she was.


  He was almost at the trailer park when he saw the despicable woman smoking a cigarette on the sidewalk outside the gate. She did a double take when she saw Taryn.


  “Well, look who it is. Tell me you’ve found my daughter,” Janice said, exhaling a plume of smoke. Her exasperated expression shifted to wariness when Taryn didn’t answer. “I knew it was only a matter of—”


  Taryn grabbed her arm, silencing her mid-sentence. Her eyes widened. She dropped her cigarette.


  “What have you done to her?” A mix of his dragon and his human self formed the question on a lethal growl. Her eyes widened more. “You’d be dead right now if you weren’t a female. I have morals, Janice, and I’m finding them fucking hard to hold onto as I look into your face, knowing what you did to her. What you exposed her to. How horribly you’ve exploited her.”


  Janice blubbered nonsense until she cleared her throat. “I-I don’t know what stories she’s told—”


  Taryn pulled back his lips, baring his dragon fangs. A fierce shudder wracked the woman. “She told me nothing. I saw. I saw everything she was willing to let me see, and by the Goddess, what I saw was enough to scar even me.”


  Janice sneered even as fear roiled through her eyes. “I’ve prepared her for you—”


  Blind rage.


  It swept over him with a force he couldn’t stand up against.


  “Taryn, stop!”


  Strong hands clamped down on his shoulders and yanked him back. He released Janice’s arm, but the throbbing red of his fury didn’t subside. Janice stumbled backwards, rubbing her arm.


  “Taryn, look at me.”


  He turned his head stiffly, not wanting to let Janice out of his sight.


  Syn’s face was set in hard lines, but his eyes sparked with concern. “She needs you. At the house.”


  His dragon lusted for blood.


  Syn’s eyes narrowed. “Now, Taryn.”


  Taryn blinked. A sense of disorientation shook him. He looked at Janice. She leaned her back against the gate leading into the trailer park, hugging herself.


  Syn shoved him away from his target. “Now!”


  The urgency in Syn’s voice fractured his rage enough to allow his thoughts a chance to gain footing, to sense the utter despair of his lifemate’s thoughts.


  Taryn and Syn took off down the street, keeping to the shadowy side roads until they came to Esplanade. He bolted down the sidewalk, practically mowing pedestrians down. He never slowed until he burst into the house, heard Briella’s frantic assurances, and followed them into his bedroom.


  He stood in the doorway, trying to process what was going on. Small white dots littered the floor beside the nightstand. Two pill bottles—


  “Gabriella!”


  He stumbled to the bathroom and found Brie holding Gabriella in her lap. She was brushing Gabriella’s hair away from her face with a shaky hand. Her eyes glistened when she looked up at Taryn.


  “Syn went to get Amelia.”


  Taryn hadn’t even noticed when Syn veered away from his mad dash.


  “I was able to get most of the pills out of her mouth,” Briella said. “But she still managed to swallow a few…”


  Taryn dropped to his knees and carefully pulled Gabriella into his arms. She opened her eyes a slit.


  “Gabriella, this will all get better. I promise you. She will never come near you again. No one will ever hurt you again.” He lifted her up to press a kiss to her forehead. “You’re my shining star, angel. My precious gift. Let me cherish you. Hold on and let me show you what true happiness can be.”


  “I told you no one wants a woman like me.”


  His breath was ragged when he inhaled. He shook his head. “No, that’s where you’re wrong. I want you. Past, present, and future. Promise me you’ll fight until Amelia gets here.”


  Her eyes closed. Taryn drew her closer, cradling her tight. He looked at Briella, who appeared as shaken as he felt.


  “I wish I had seen it.” She dropped her hands on her legs, defeated. “I wish…I wish I had seen her and not just the pills. I didn’t realize what was going on until it was too late. Her mind was so lost.”


  “I shouldn’t have left, but the anger took control.” Taryn pressed his lips together, his forehead creased as he lowered his eyes to Gabriella’s wan face. “She’s strong. She may not think so, but she’s stronger than almost anyone I’ve met. She’ll make it through.” He watched Gabby’s steady breathing and felt the rhythmic thump of her heart. “She would be worse off had you not come to her. Thank you.”


  “I don’t know what to do for her. I know she can’t go to the hospital while the police are looking for her.”


  Taryn frowned. “Amelia will be able to help. She’s got some potion or tea or concoction that’ll purge her system, as long as she gets here soon.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Would you pull the blankets down on the bed? I’m going to get her off the bathroom floor.”


  “Of course.” Briella got up and went into the bedroom.


  Taryn stared into the pain-pinched face of his beautiful lifemate. A woman who’d been nearly destroyed by the very person who was supposed to protect her. A woman granted to him by the gods, yet stripped of the confidence to allow herself to believe that her life could be anything but a misery.


  He pressed another kiss to her forehead. Skin smooth and cool.


  “When you wake up, angel, your nightmares will be over.”


  She would rebuild herself, because she was Corvin’s daughter. She would survive, because she was his Keeper.


  And Taryn would not have it any other way.


  



  



  Chapter Sixteen


  



  Dreamless sleep blessed her night.


  A nauseous stomach kissed her good morning.


  Gabby curled up in the bed, drawing the covers close around her. She inhaled the scents of spice and fire, comforted despite the vicious roil of her stomach.


  A single memory snapped her to full wakefulness.


  Eyes wide, she took in the room. Her heart gave a strange thump and patter. Large, masculine.


  Taryn’s bedroom.


  She stole another breath of his scent from the blankets and couldn’t help the urge to sink deeper into the bed he usually slept in. She may be alone now, but he made sure she was far from alone. Both a comforting and unusual thought, even as the events from the night before punched their way to the forefront of her mind.


  She uttered a quiet moan.


  Such a fool.


  As the embarrassment of her actions slowly slipped away, she forced herself to sit up.


  Her head spun and she swallowed the urge to vomit.


  “Ugh,” she whispered, drawing up her knees and dropping her head onto them.


  Baby steps. A few minutes to let the nausea and throbbing in her head pass. When it subsided to a manageable level, she twisted and dropped her feet to the floor. Her eyes were drawn to a huge bouquet of exotic flowers and roses in a glass vase on the nightstand.


  Her brows furrowed. She leaned forward to read the hand-written note on the table beside the flowers.


  The start of a new day. A new future. When you are ready, come out. I’ll be waiting.


  Gabby blinked, her eyes stinging. She reached for one of the large orange petals of a flower, letting her fingertips run over the unmarred, velvety surface.


  “What life have I fallen into?”


  Getting out of bed was a slow process, but once she was up, the nausea and headache faded almost completely. It allowed her to steal a quick shower—she hoped Taryn didn’t mind her borrowing one of his button-down shirts as a dress, since it almost reached her knees—brush her teeth with a new brush she found set out for her on the marble sink counter, and rake up enough strength to face the aftermath of her panic attack.


  Subtle sweetness greeted her when she opened the door. The soft tunes of music followed. Clinks came from the kitchen, and she quietly made her way in that direction.


  Nothing could prepare her for what brought her to a dazed halt in the doorway.


  Silver serving dishes spread over the counter, filled with pancakes, waffles, fruit, and several other items she couldn’t name. But her attention was demanded elsewhere.


  Like to the naked back of the man who flipped pancakes on a countertop griddle.


  Taryn hummed along with the song coming from unseen speakers wearing nothing but a pair of dark flannel pants riding low on his tapered hips.


  The sight made her stomach flip, and not in a bad way. It left her chest feeling light and fluttery. Was her heart beating right? What was that strange tickle that crept up her neck?


  She shouldn’t stare. She knew all too well how uncomfortable having someone ogle her was. He probably didn’t like it, either.


  But she couldn’t help herself. His back was a plane of finely honed muscles that made the intricate and realistic-looking dragon tattoo spread across his upper back and shoulders move like it was about to peel off his skin and take flight. His shoulders were thick and broad. Arms that made muscles look effortless to obtain.


  Strands of sandy waves fell out of the short ponytail—it really was too short to call it that—at the nape of his neck.


  As her eyes roamed up his neck, he glanced over his shoulder. Fever hit her face and she tried to duck her head to hide her flaming cheeks.


  “Ahh, good afternoon, angel.” He abandoned his station at the griddle to hold out a hand to her. She couldn’t believe how hot her face was, and how easy it was to drink in the front of this magnificent man as he watched. Taryn was perfection. “You look well rested today.”


  She approached and reached for his hand. He used his grip to pull her close, spinning her around. A shriek escaped her lips as he dipped her back and smiled down at her from above.


  His light-hearted motion made her smile back.


  “And there’s that beautiful smile.” He straightened, pulling her into him and pressing a kiss to the top of her head. He slipped a hand between them and urged her chin up until she met his gaze. “First day of forever, angel. First lesson of your new life. Never let anyone make you feel like you need to look away. Never lose eye contact. You’re stronger than that. Never submit.”


  Gabby held his gaze, losing herself in the gorgeous russet. They lulled her, smoothed the rough edges of her past. Her fingers played over the warm curves of his arms.


  His thumb caressed her lips. “How’re you feeling?”


  “Foolish,” she admitted. He arched a brow. “I lost myself. I thought you were disgusted with me, realizing how damaged I am.”


  He cleared his throat, a hint of firmness to the sound. “Lesson number two. No more degrading terms to describe yourself. Broken, shattered, messed up, damaged. I won’t accept it, because your past does not define your heart, nor does it define your future. That is up to you.” His hand slipped from her chin to the crook of her neck, where he pressed his thumb to her quickened pulse. “There is so much life in you. So much fire. It’s been suffocated all this time. Not anymore.”


  Her heart melted a little. Or maybe more than a little. Sincerity was written clear as day over his face. Not a mask of false promises and faux smiles.


  “You’re willing to stand by me?”


  “Angel, always. I’m yours. I’ll be whatever you need me to be, whenever you need me to be it. You’re my lifemate. You claimed my heart the moment you crossed my path.” He winced. “Despite how much of an ass I was.”


  “At least you know you’re an ass. Thanks for the buffet invite.”


  Gabby started to duck her head again as another man strode into the kitchen, but Taryn caught her chin, gave a miniscule shake of his head, and turned them both to face the new stranger. Taryn settled his arm on Gabby’s shoulders and used his other hand to remove the pancakes from the griddle.


  “You weren’t invited, Gabe, but since you like to crash,” Taryn said with a look of mock annoyance. “Help yourself.”


  The man eyed Gabby with interest as he selected a piece of bacon from a platter. “Wow, if she doesn’t look like Corvin.” He suddenly froze, bacon at his lips, eyes widening. “No fucking way!”


  Gabby’s forehead creased. Taryn chuckled. The man dropped the bacon on the counter and narrowed his eyes, which didn’t soften the fierce edges of his handsome face.


  “Gabriella, this is Gabe. Another one of us, although a questionable character.”


  “Gabriella and Gabriel. Are you sure she wasn’t destined to be mine?” Gabe asked. He leaned over the counter and stretched out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”


  Gabby accepted his shake, and noticed how hot his skin was. Seemed a feature of dragons. Walking furnaces.


  “I thought you were following a lead to your Keeper? Chances are, if everything is going as the old lore says, you’ll find your lifemate at the end of the road.”


  Gabe retrieved his bacon and bit off a chunk. He shrugged. “We’ll see. Not sure who can handle me.”


  “Someone who can kick your ass.”


  Gabe rolled his eyes. “That’s Taj.”


  Taryn’s arm dropped away from Gabby’s shoulders. “Taj needs a woman who can pull the thorns out of his sides without making him cry.” He grabbed a plate from a cabinet and held it out as Gabe took a waffle off a platter. “We don’t live in the Renaissance, brother.”


  Gabe tore off a bite of waffle like it was meat from a bone. “Grrr.”


  Gabby stifled a laugh. She could really get used to this fun atmosphere. What a refreshing change from the dingy, dirty, drug-infested life that had always surrounded her.


  Gabe waved his waffle and headed out of the kitchen. “Not sticking around. Too much to do today. Nice meeting you, Gabriella.”


  Gabby looked questioningly at Taryn. He chuckled and shook his head. “That’s Gabe. He’s the only Firestorm who has a blood brother, Emery. Then there’s Tajan, who can make the world’s worst PMSing female look like a cherub. Not sure where the attitude came from.”


  Gabby ticked off the names on her fingers. “That’s five. Who are the other three?”


  “Zareh and Alazar. Both have found their lifemates. They’re living in The Hollow now after being attacked in Georgia. Zareh’s wife just had a baby. Then there’s our leader, Cade.” He guided her to a barstool on the other side of the counter. “When you meet him, don’t be intimidated by his size or looks. He’s pretty ferocious, but nothing more than a big teddy bear where clan is concerned.”


  Gabby moistened her lips, and instantly realized her mistake when Taryn’s heated attention focused on her mouth and his pupils dilated. She boosted herself onto the seat in front of a place setting, duly noting there was only one.


  “Aren’t you going to sit and eat with me?” Gabby asked.


  Taryn lifted his eyes, not an ounce of regret in his expression. “Would you like me to?”


  She folded her hands in her lap to keep her tingling fingers from reaching for the strand of sandy blond hair that dangled over his eye. Touch. She hated the need, yet she wanted to touch him so bad.


  He allowed her to make the decision. Allowed her to determine what she wanted. He was giving her a freedom seldom offered by her mother or any of the lowlifes she associated with.


  “Yes.” Gabby grinned as a spark of flames danced in his eyes. “I don’t want to eat alone.”


  There was something incredibly soothing about the way he looked at her. His gaze brushed her like a tender wing, not the typical impaling of sex-hungry drug addicts that usually assaulted her with their eyes. Taryn was different, and not because he was a dragon. His demeanor was playful and light, but lethal when necessary.


  Thus far, that lethal edge came out whenever she was in danger.


  It was nice to have her own champion.


  He rounded the counter and went to the fridge. “Would you like something to drink?”


  She eyed the coffee pot. Her stomach instantly warned her not to go that route. Taryn peeked inquiringly from behind the fridge door. “Um, I think I’m okay for now.”


  “Nothing? Juice? Coffee? Tea?”


  She perked up. “Tea might be good. My stomach is still a bit iffy.”


  Taryn disappeared behind the door for a moment, then closed it with milk and a lemon in his hand. “I’d imagine so. Amelia’s concoction to counter the medication wasn’t too kind. Do you remember anything from last night?”


  Gabby tried to recall the events, but couldn’t seem to remember anything after she closed her eyes in Taryn’s arms. “No.”


  “Better off that way. Let’s leave it at that. Meel left some herbs to steep to help your stomach if it’s unbearable, but she said a good meal should do the trick.”


  Her stomach fluttered. She looked over the meal fit for a crowd. “Hence all of this.”


  “The leftovers won’t go to waste. I’ll bring them down to the homeless shelter. They always enjoy homemade food.”


  That drew her attention as he fixed two mugs on the counter and dropped a tea bag in one. She admired his ease with new appreciation. A man both beautiful and strong. Selfless and confident. She went from a life of scrounging, at times being the recipient of a donated meal, to the lifemate of a man who thoughtfully provided not just food, but his time to make others happy.


  To make her happy.


  “You are such a godsend.” He glanced up with a chuckle, one that made his irises glitter and faint lines dance at the corners of his eyes. She hadn’t noticed them before, but found them incredibly endearing. He enjoyed smiling, and she enjoyed that about him.


  “I have more money that I know what to do with. I have even more time on my hands to do nothing or do something productive. I’ve lived hundreds of years, angel. I’ve seen bad, worse, and I’ve seen the good that others can make happen. I choose to contribute to making the world a little better, even if it’s only a few people at a time. I’m not looking for thanks. I’m looking to see who will pay it forward and keep the good going strong.”


  He turned away to pour coffee into one mug and fill the other with hot water from a kettle he’d obviously kept simmering on the stove.


  “This world needs more people like you.”


  “This world needs more than people like me. It needs a cleansing no magic can perform. But the little things do count.” He poured milk into his coffee and cut a wheel from the lemon. “Allergies?”


  Gabby shook her head. “I like lemon.”


  Taryn dropped the wheel in the mug and returned to her side, leaving her tea at the head of her plate. He settled in the stool beside her, arranging the plate and utensils he had offered Gabe in front of himself.


  “Help yourself, angel.”


  Gabby picked out two pancakes, some eggs from a covered platter, sausage and toast. Her mouth watered and her stomach rumbled, drawing a quiet laugh from Taryn.


  “What? Yours doesn’t make noise?”


  Taryn loaded up his plate with meat and eggs. “I kinda like this playful side of you. Betchya it makes you feel good.”


  “Actually”—she poured syrup over her pancakes—“it’s a nice change. I can’t remember the last time I woke up and didn’t reach for my meds.”


  “You won’t need them anymore because your triggers won’t be haunting you every day.”


  Until the bedroom.


  She tried to swat the thought away, but one glance at Taryn and she wasn’t so certain he would be as sweet in bed as he as out of it.


  His shoulders stiffened slightly and his eyes landed on her. A sudden wash of seriousness cast down his face. “She taught you we were beasts. But not a single one of us would have done the things to our children that she forced on you.”


  “You’re reading my mind.” She looked down at her plate and cut into her pancakes, hyper aware of his observant gaze.


  “You spoke that very thought to me. What is it you want to know? What’s your fear?”


  She was so close to taking her first bite when his word caused her stomach to churn. Instead, she set her fork on the plate. “I, um, I’m not—”


  Those damn fingers of his. Always touching her so tenderly and easing the swell of fear from her mind. He nudged her chin up as she let it drop and brought her gaze to his.


  “Head up.” He slowly lowered his hand. “Face the past, Gabby. Don’t let it weigh on your shoulders. Bow your head, you give it more power to take over your life.”


  His words, spoken with an odd combination of firmness and understanding, lanced her.


  “You called me Gabby.”


  “Isn’t that what you asked me to call you?”


  She cocked her head, regarding him with wonder. “At times you don’t.”


  Taryn shrugged. “I can’t help myself. I like the way your full name sounds. It’s beautiful, like the owner of the name.”


  How the hell was she going to contend with his charm? It was potent, like everything else about him.


  “She said you were a beast in bed. I had to be prepared for whatever you wished of me. And I had to accept it without complaint.”


  He scowled and took a sip of his coffee. “Let me tell you something about beasts in the bedroom. There are two different types of beasts. One that enjoys pain and finds pleasure in making a partner suffer heartlessly. I personally consider that assault. The things Janice forced upon you were assault. Sickening.” A faint wisp of heat darkened his eyes. “Then there is the beast of pleasure. I’m certainly not the former of the two, but you can decide, if that time comes.”


  If. Another choice. Each minute, he gave her more and more of the lead to her life, handing her control when she never had it before. He was allowing her to choose her own path, her own wants and desires.


  Yet she was finding it hard to do that. She found herself more and more inclined to stay with him and let him guide her.


  “It’s Gabriella.” She blushed when his brows rose. She shrugged and picked up her fork. “You make my name sound pretty.”


  Taryn reached for her hand and lifted her fingers to his mouth, pressing a warm kiss to her fingertips. He continued to hold her hand on the countertop, his thumb brushing her knuckles.


  “Gabriella it is, angel.”


  



  



  Chapter Seventeen


  



  Useless, those men hulking around like trolls. She hated their presence, despised their questioning glances in her direction.


  Malla moved to the bar after the last two men approached her without invitation and believed they were welcome to take a seat at her table. The lust in their expressions was repulsive. Too much like the looks in the eyes of her father’s soldiers whenever a female sauntered by.


  Their thoughts were far from redeeming.


  She considered placing a haggard glamour on herself, but decided it wouldn’t help. She wasn’t hiding from the dragons. Let them know she was hunting them. Let them look over their shoulders, constantly searching for the threat.


  She’d strike when they least expected it. One by one. She’d follow each dragon until he found his lifemate. Let them get comfortable in the silence. In her absence.


  One of her soldiers tailed Syn and his lifemate at this very moment. Foolish dragon, bringing his dearly beloved back to the city the Baroqueth nearly destroyed.


  And Taryn. Oh, sweet, generous Taryn.


  She sipped her martini, eyeing the growing crowd. The music switched from boring elevator music to heady with a beat.


  The clientele changed as the evening turned to night. The humans became a minority as the paranormals swarmed in.


  “Another drink?” the bartender asked.


  Malla eyed her silently, making the woman shift uncomfortably. She slowly pushed her empty glass forward. “Please.”


  As the bartender prepared her drink, Malla glanced at the delicate gold watch on her wrist. After ten. She was certain she had followed the essence correctly. The Keeper was hard to miss. A sick essence, one haunted and hurting. Malla found herself feeling for the woman. She understood what it was like to be in a position she didn’t choose.


  It was the first time she actually empathized with her enemy.


  Malla didn’t choose to be Darieth Constantine’s daughter, but she chose not to end up like the six remaining Baroqueth women who existed as nothing more than baby factories. She was given that choice. And by taking that path, she had also become the strongest sorcerer in their clan, next to her father.


  The bartender placed the fresh martini on the counter with a smile. “Would you like me to start a tab?”


  Malla drew a twenty out of her clutch and slipped it across the bar top. “No need. But can you tell me about the new woman who works here?”


  The bartender’s brow furrowed. She glanced over her shoulder, then braced her forearms on the bar top, leaning closer to Malla. Malla followed her gaze to a woman with short hair and hawkish eyes.


  “Who are you referring to?” the bartender asked.


  Malla lazily turned her focus back to the woman in front of her. “I believe she was here the other night.”


  “The blond?”


  Malla nodded once. “Yes. Blue eyes. Anxious.”


  “She walked out. Don’t know why. She looked frazzled, but hauled ass out of the club before anyone could ask her what happened. Needless to say, she’s no longer employed.” The bartender quirked her mouth. “She was a strange one. Jittery, you know? Like she was on something. Don’t need that kind working in this place.”


  Malla forced a smile of agreement.


  Her lead had led to a dead end. The woman wasn’t working here. Whatever witchery she was using to hide, Malla couldn’t break. Not until she found the source of the magic, either person or object—


  “You give her another chance, Rodney, or I’ll give the video to your sweet wife. Remember, I got you by the balls.”


  “How the fuck do you want me to give her another chance when you can’t even tell me how to contact her? And why the hell should I after I had the cops in here asking questions about her? Do you know she’s a suspect in a murder investigation?”


  Malla straightened up in the chair, lowering her glass from her lips without taking a sip.


  “The girl can’t kill a damn bug, let alone a person. The shit will blow over. I don’t know what the hell happened, but she needs this job.”


  “And I don’t need the fucking bad publicity! Now, I’d suggest you remove yourself from my office before I have you removed.”


  “Bastard. Hope you like what you go home to when I’m through with you.”


  Malla traced the crackling energy left by anger to a side hallway. A few moments later, she was granted a small gem in the midst of this miserable place. A woman, very fake blond hair, overly made up face, dripping with costume jewelry, stalked toward the bar. A bar packed with patrons elbow to elbow.


  Malla twisted in her chair enough to leave a small opening between herself and the next customer, and guided the woman with a gentle impulse of magic to her side. The woman was none the wiser as she squeezed into the tiny space next to Malla. She waved the bartender over as she dug a hand into her bag. Malla scrunched her nose. The stench of stale smoke and cheap perfume could destroy her sense of smell in seconds.


  She drowned the horrid odor behind a deep drink from her martini and listened to the woman curse up a storm in her head. She was thankful she had learned at a very young age how to control all the voices, allowing only those she wanted or needed into her mind.


  “Bartender!”


  The woman who’d served Malla snapped up an arm and motioned “one minute” as she spoke with other customers. That’s when the hawkish woman came over with a fake smile.


  “What can I get for you?”


  “Double shot of whiskey. Straight up.” The cheap-looking older woman scowled. “Make that a triple.”


  “Stupid girl. Always fucking things up.”


  She smacked a twenty on the bar top. The hawkish bartender’s smile turned condescending. “It’ll be twenty-two dollars, ma’am.”


  The woman raked a hand through her teased hair. “Double, then.”


  Malla withdrew another twenty. “Give her a triple. Here’s the difference.”


  Both women looked at her, one skeptical, one surprised. The fake blond narrowed her eyes. Malla simply blinked, then took another sip of her martini.


  Oh, that gods-awful perfume.


  She lowered her hand beneath the bar top and resorted to an invisible pulse of magic to dampen the woman’s…aroma.


  “Still want the triple?” the bartender asked.


  The woman cleared her throat. “Uh, yeah. Thanks.”


  When the bartender left, Malla answered the woman’s inquiring stare. “Seems you need it. Rough night?”


  “A mess,” the woman groused.


  Malla honed in on the woman’s essence. She wasn’t a Keeper, didn’t have much magic, but certainly was not from this world, although she had assimilated very well. It would explain how she had birthed a dragon’s lifemate. The Hollow had commoners, and she had been one of those lower-class members of the dragon realm.


  The woman dropped her head onto her hand and groaned. “My daughter has a way of sabotaging everything. Everything I do for her, ya know? Kids are ungrateful little brats.”


  Malla pressed out her lower lip and gave a slow nod. Ungrateful. The Keeper was ungrateful for what? For almost being raped? For being degraded by this woman’s partner?


  Keep your head in the game, Malla. Don’t start feeling bad for the Keeper.


  “I couldn’t say. I don’t have children,” Malla said, stirring the stuffed olives in her martini.


  “Don’t waste your time. Unless you can get something out of ’em.” The bartender returned with the whiskey, set it down, took the money, and left. The woman let out a sharp breath and knocked the entire drink back in a single gulp. She shuddered. “Damn, that’s good stuff.” She placed the glass on the counter. “Thanks.”


  Curiosity got the best of Malla. “Why did you have a child if she’s such a burden?” Why would this woman take on the responsibility?


  “Because she was my ticket to the easy life. To the elite. And she’s gone and messed it up. Always does this. Always screws up the plan.”


  “Foolish girl, murders my boyfriend. How the hell am I gonna fix this?”


  The corner of Malla’s mouth twitched. She pushed her unfinished martini away and slid off the barstool. The woman was a couple of inches taller than her, but lacked the presence to fill her shoes.


  “I don’t think she murdered anyone,” Malla said quietly, projecting her voice for the woman’s ears alone. The older woman’s eyes widened, then narrowed.


  “Excuse me?”


  Malla touched her finger to the woman’s temple, injecting her with a burst of energy that would help Malla track her later.


  “I said, I don’t think your daughter murdered anyone.” Malla lowered her hand, her lips turning upward in dark grin. “I did.”


  With a snap of her fingers, her magic silenced the woman’s tongue against speaking Malla’s confession, and created a bright beacon she could hone in on when alerted to the Keeper’s presence.


  “Have a good evening.”


  Malla left the lip-flapping woman at the bar and took to the streets of the French Quarter. She tugged her velvet coat more tightly around her and looked up into the clear sky, wishing for an end to this charade.


  Well, what she thought was a dead end had turned into a very promising lead after all. She could only hope the woman knew where her daughter was, and that she’d lead her straight to the dragon’s doorstep.


  



  



  Chapter Eighteen


  



  Taryn pulled open the door and ushered Amelia into the house, scanning the street for any signs of Baroqueth as he did so. The two officers watching the house remained almost out of sight, but he had caught them out of their car dusting crumbs from their pants when he tried to bring Gabriella out shopping for new clothes.


  “Anyone follow you?” Taryn asked.


  Amelia let out an exasperated sigh. “How long have we been dodging your enemies and how many times have I been followed?”


  Taryn closed the door and bolted the lock. “No need to brag.”


  “Syn and Briella made it back safely?” Amelia asked, shedding her eccentric coat and draping it over the arm of a sofa. Taryn led her into the library off the living room. Gabriella looked up from the book she was reading. Amelia pressed her hands to her chest before she hurried to Gabriella and gave her a hug. “Oh, you look so well!”


  “Thank you for helping me,” Gabriella said. “It won’t happen again.”


  Taryn folded his arms over his chest, pride swelling at the conviction in his angel’s voice. Her gaze landed on him. It brimmed with adoration and thanks, and a little something else. That something else hadn’t left her eyes since she woke, and he could only hope it continued to manifest.


  Goddess knew how hard it was to control the desire seething in his veins.


  “I’ll always be here to help you. Taryn needs you more than he realizes.” She smoothed a hand down Gabriella’s hair, a friendly gesture that riled a bit of jealousy inside Taryn. “You know, to keep him level-headed.”


  “He seems pretty level-headed to me now that I’ve been getting to know him.” She wagged a finger. “Except for when it comes to food portion control.”


  Taryn laughed and crossed the room to rest his hip on the arm of Gabriella’s chair. “Making sure you’re well fed.” He lost his humor. “Syn and Briella arrived a little while go. Cade’s coming at some point. Probably in the next couple hours. Between the surveillance crew outside and the Baroqueth on our heels, I think it’s time we get out of town again.”


  Amelia nodded. “I agree. Right now, New Orleans is not a safe place for you. It’s not a safe place for anyone while the Baroqueth are combing the streets. I’m glad I was reading futures at a shop nearby when Syn picked up on the presence of the one tailing him and Briella and alerted me.”


  Taryn settled a hand on Gabriella’s shoulder when she went rigid. She didn’t say a word, but he felt her fear at the mention of an impending threat.


  “How were you able to deter the Baroqueth?” Gabriella asked.


  Amelia patted the leather pouch at her hip. “I have several different amulets and talismans. I created one for Taryn years ago that hides his essence from any Baroqueth who might cross his path. That and the wards I’ve built around his house have kept his exact location a mystery. His essence is wiped clean within a block’s radius of this property. Another talisman works through misdirection to twist the trail and lead any slayer on a wild goose—or dragon—chase.”


  Gabriella blinked. “Wow.”


  “The amulet I gave you is infused with Taryn’s blood. He was able to track you as long as you had the amulet on you, and he could see you when it was out. It’s weak in comparison, but good enough until he gives you his dragonstone.”


  “His what?”


  Taryn brushed her hair from her shoulder when she tipped her head up to him. Goddess, he would never grow tired of looking into her eyes or seeing the awe in her expression. What he’d give to kiss her again.


  “My dragonstone. Each Firestorm dragon has a dragonstone. It’s a jewel created from a dragon’s first shedding of scales. The scales fuse together and become laced with a blend of metals and gems unique to each dragon. Each Keeper bleeds into the stone as they assume the official role. It’s a blood bond, a way to connect me and my Keeper. The dragon part of me can see through the stone. It’s also a way to communicate telepathically with my Keeper over long distances, since mind-speak cuts out as the distance grows.”


  “Like cell service.”


  Taryn laughed. “Yeah, kinda like cell service. Without the hidden fees.”


  “Sounds like a commercial.” Gabriella surprised him when she placed her hand on his thigh. “So, my father bled into this jewel?”


  “Yes. And his father, and his grandfather, and so on and so forth. Keepers are a bloodline. They aren’t created when one dies out. That’s why I couldn’t believe it when I heard about you, because I knew Corvin never made it out of The Hollow. I also knew he hadn’t found a woman he wanted to create a family with.”


  When Gabriella sat in silence, Taryn realized what was running through her mind.


  “Angel, that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t be completely in love with you had he survived. He was not the type of man to neglect his responsibilities. That’s why he died. That you are even here is a true gift from the gods. One I will forever be thankful for.”


  Gabriella placed her head on his thigh. Another surprising move. Several times throughout the day, he caught whispers of her thoughts, indications of her dislike of touch. He couldn’t blame her, not after everything she’d suffered. He refrained from touching her more than necessary, allowing her the opportunity to make the decision on her own.


  But the more the day went on, the more he found her touching him of her own volition. Light brushes of her hand, nudges, closeness.


  He smoothed back her hair, relishing the silky strands and the gentle caress of her soft skin when he touched her face.


  “I’ve always wondered how my life would’ve been if my father was around. Even though my mother said he was an abusive, sadistic ass, I still wondered. I really wish I had the chance to meet him, now that I’m learning how much of a lie my life’s been.”


  “Well, he definitely lives inside you.”


  Baby steps was the theme of the day. They were taking baby steps toward Gabriella’s recovery. He hoped. He saw her appreciation when he allowed her to make decisions, and supported her when she experienced uncertainty.


  A lifetime of abuse couldn’t be forgotten overnight, as much as he wanted to take it all away.


  With some of Amelia’s herbal concoctions to help with her bouts of anxiety and his successful attempts of distraction, seeing Gabriella find comfort in him proved they were going in the right direction.


  “Would you like me to bring in some tea?” Amelia asked.


  “I’ve put Syn to work. He’s gathering snacks and drinks. Gabe is flying back to be here when Cade arrives. Unfortunately, until all the Keepers, possible lifemates, and civilians who escaped The Hollow are found, we can’t completely leave this world. We won’t abandoned them, but finding them has proven a challenge even for Cade.”


  “I think it would be smart of you and Syn to bring Gabby and Briella back to The Hollow. You can help the others in their searches, but your lifemates don’t have the luxury of springing wings and escaping like you do. Your powers have no hold in this world. It’s only a matter of time before they launch a new attack. You were lucky to escape last time.” Amelia leveled a serious look at Taryn. “You may not be lucky again. I’ve told you this many times.”


  Taryn looked around, ensuring no dangling weapons were in range before he said, “Yes, Mom.”


  Amelia scowled.


  Gabriella poked his leg. “Be nice.”


  “Really?” Taryn groaned. “Now you hex my lifemate to side with you because there’s no herb bundles to hit me with?”


  Gabriella sat up and shot him a curious look.


  “She hates it when I call her Mom. And I usually get smacked in the head with some sort of plant.” He snickered. “I always wanted a sister. Now I’m glad I didn’t have one.”


  “I think I’ll help Syn in the kitchen before I tie your tongue into a bow.”


  “I’d like to see you try.” Taryn threw his hands defensively in front of his face when Amelia lifted her arms. “Kidding.”


  Amelia wagged her brows at Gabriella. “A lesson in training your dragon.”


  Taryn growled.


  Gabriella giggled. The spontaneous sound brought a smile to his face. She’d laughed only a few times today, but her smiles were becoming more common and more beautiful to him. The laughter was a bonus.


  Amelia left the library. Gabriella stood up and stretched her arms over her head. Taryn tried to look away, and did, after he admired her lithe form. Still dressed in his button-down—the damn shirt was a tease to his common sense, she looked that hot in it—and a pair of leggings Briella and Syn picked up for her, she packed a sexy punch with an otherwise casual appearance. Her pale blond hair was pulled loosely back, yet many strands fell around her face and shoulders.


  She was a breathtaking sight, one he could indulge in for hours without ever growing tired.


  “So, you’ve really been stalking me,” she said, her voice light. She went to one of the shelves and replaced the book she’d been reading.


  “I find the term to have a very negative connotation. I like to think I was overseeing your safety,” Taryn said.


  “Good thing I never had that amulet out in the bathroom while I was showering.”


  He rubbed the back of his neck. She knew how to make his blood simmer. “Even if you had, I’m not the type to watch. Unless, of course, I’m invited.”


  Gabriella ran a finger over the spines of his books. “I’ve gotten that impression.”


  Good.


  “I’ve also gotten the impression that you would rather not watch, but be involved.”


  “Goddess, really? You’re going to tease me now?” He groaned, keeping a smile plastered to his face while his cock throbbed at the thought of joining her in the shower. The things he could do to her. “Have you and Amelia met up at some point I’m unaware of and plotted out ways to torment me?”


  His sweet angel shook her head, finally turning from the books to face him. She secured her hair again, the shorter waves escaping to fall over her cheeks. The pale rose along her cheekbones taunted him as badly as her words. And the V that lay open to the very hint of her cleavage.


  He swallowed the lump in his throat.


  Her head tipped to the side. “You’ve fire in your eyes.”


  “I think I’ve fire in more places than my eyes, angel. I’m just trying to keep it all contained while you stoke the flames.”


  Awareness touched her eyes. He felt it the moment it hit her. Wonder.


  Slowly, she approached him until she stood in front of him. He kept his mouth shut as she perused him, the touch of her gaze unleashing lava inside him. He kept his eyes on her head, despite the temptation of that damn shirt. Her breaths were steady, but her could hear her heart pounding wildly.


  “You’re giving me control,” she murmured.


  “It’s not about control. It’s about respect. And I respect you far too much to force what I desperately crave until you’re ready, however long it takes.”


  She responded by leaning over and pressing a chaste kiss to his lips. “Thank you.”


  He took her hand and kissed her fingers. “No thanks necessary.”


  “I do thank you. For everything you’ve done for me. For accepting me despite my mother, despite my past, despite the mental illnesses I battle. I thank you for seeing me when I couldn’t even see myself, for supporting me when most would have ran the other way. I don’t understand all of this Keeper and lifemate stuff. I don’t even know about my father. But you’ve shown me life can be beautiful with the right people in it.”


  Her eyes glistened, though she held her smile, her sincerity. He understood how hard it was for her to speak those words. He felt the struggle she overcame to form each sentence. His pride in her moved up another notch.


  His Gabriella. A true survivor.


  “And I don’t mind your touch. I find comfort in it.”


  He raised a brow.


  “I’ve noticed you catching yourself when you reach for me. Your touch is soothing. I like it. It’s not what I’m used to.”


  “Can I let a little bit of the dragon out right now?” Taryn asked. A delicate crease formed over her brows, but she nodded. “Good.”


  He drew her close and guided her to sit on the arm of the chair. He cupped her face with one hand and wrapped his arm around her waist. “I won’t have any other man touch you, all you have to do is tell me you’ll stay with me.”


  “I was expecting scales and smoke. Not a declaration of commitment.” She traced his brow with the tips of her fingers. He fought the urge to close his eyes under her gentle touch, and focused on her mouth.


  “I’m unpredictable that way.”


  Gabriella leaned over and again pressed her lips against his. Her breath hitched as his heated. His fingers tightened around her waist, sliding her closer. She slung her legs over his lap.


  He didn’t move, counting each thump of his heartbeat. Waiting for her to pull away or continue kissing him while his body sang with hunger.


  “Tell me what you want, angel.”


  “Kiss me. Like you did the other night outside the club.”


  Sweet Goddess almighty.


  He slipped his fingers into her hair, angling her head. It broke the connection long enough for him to rasp, “How about I do a little better?”


  Tension rode his shoulders as he refrained from plundering her with the kiss he desperately wanted to instead give her the slow, sensual kiss he knew she needed. He took his time, exploring her mouth, drinking in her taste, her warmth. Her shuddered breaths. Her shy hesitation before she fell in sync with each sweep of his tongue. He inhaled her soft moan, flexing his fingers against her head. What he’d give to fist her hair, just a little. Growl into their kiss. Ignite the feminine inferno he sensed bubbling closer and closer to the surface.


  Her legs tightened around his and she pressed herself closer until her body was flush with his.


  The growl escaped.


  His fingers flexed in her hair as he pressed his kiss deeper.


  She met his hunger with her own. Her arms snaked around his neck, her fingers tugging at the strands of hair at his nape.


  Flames licked through his chest, scorched his cock, and coiled in his gut. He slipped his arm under her legs and lifted her so he could settle into the chair with her across his lap.


  She held on, kissing him with the heated desire he’d heard burned between lifemates, and he was helpless to resist.


  He barely stopped himself from slipping his hand beneath her shirt. To touch her belly. He fisted the clump of shirt he had gathered, trying to control the feral hunger quickly claiming him.


  She dropped a hand over his and, with only a faint tremor of her fingers, splayed his palm against her hip and guided him beneath the hem of the shirt.


  The dragon inside him roared as the familiar prickling of his scales slipped through his skin. He tore his mouth from Gabriella’s, touched his forehead to hers, and held her lust-laced gaze as he learned the curve of her waist, the planes of her stomach, the bumps of her spine.


  No fear. No disgust. Nothing flashed in her eyes to warn him he was treading on undesirable ground. He could smell her arousal, feel her desire.


  Potent and intoxicating.


  Her nails scraped lightly over the scales on his forearm, his nerves hyper aware of the pleasure of her touch. It coiled and centered in his groin.


  “Don’t do that, angel. You’ve no idea how nice that feels,” he warned, his voice thick and gravelly. The tips of his fingers traced the underwire of her bra. She sucked in a sharp breath as he slipped his hand along the side of her breast, brushing his thumb over her peaked nipple. “I think we need to stop.”


  She touched her tongue to her kiss-swollen lower lip. “I never imagined I’d want a man to touch me as badly as I want you to.”


  “I’ll touch you all you want. Just not here in the library with the chance of people walking in.” He thumbed her nipple again, enjoying the small gasp of pleasure it elicited and the way her body arched into his hand. “I’m trying to behave, sweetheart. You’re making this difficult.”


  He watched her temperature rise as he shared his vision with his dragon. The fever was ambrosia to the hungry beast.


  Finally, she sighed and gave a small nod. “You’re right.” She sat up straight and cast her legs off the arm of the chair. Her feet landed between his as she arranged her shirt. “We should stop.”


  He closed his eyes and dropped his forehead to her shoulder, fighting a torturous battle not to pick her up and carry her to his room. Her fingers ran through his hair, her short nails scraping along his scalp, making his scales tingle and his cock jerk.


  “Are these the size of your scales?” she asked, tracing the curve of a single scale. He adjusted his head to look down at her hand hovering over his forearm, which was covered in burnished red and black-tipped scales. “The color is pretty.”


  “I never thought I’d hear someone call my scales pretty.” He chuckled, the sound sexually laced, and lifted his head. “They’re badass.”


  He extended a single talon and tapped the scale.


  “Practically impenetrable, unless a blade or bullet gets between the scales. But that’s only happened to one or two dragons over the eons.” Taryn rolled his eyes. “You know, the stories of knights severing the heads of dragons for their princess loves and all. And no. These are only the very tips of the scales. Remember, my human form is not the size of my dragon.”


  She caught his finger and ran her thumb over the curve of his talon. “I think I’m actually looking forward to seeing you as a dragon.”


  “Sooner than later, angel.”


  Shadows crossing the floor beyond the library gave warning just in time. Syn and Briella came into the room, Syn carrying a tray of snacks and Briella a tray of mugs. They joined Taryn and Gabriella on separate chairs, placing the trays on the two round tables between them.


  Briella sighed as she fell into the chair, reaching to take Syn’s hand after he settled in his seat. “Amelia will be right in. She said something about hexing your fridge contents.”


  “But of course she would,” Taryn said lightly. “Do you want to sit in this chair?”


  Gabriella glanced back at him, then took his hand and held it around her waist. “I’m good as long as you are.”


  “You’ll save me some embarrassment by not booting me from here.”


  Her gaze dropped to his jeans and her cheeks flushed. Her fingers tightened in his.


  He averted his attention and focused on Syn and Briella. Anything to distract him from her clean floral scent and light weight on his knee.


  “I’m not sure we should chance trying to take out the Baroqueth who are in the city. We don’t know how many there are, and a hunt will only draw more attention to us when we really don’t need it,” Taryn said, continuing the conversation he and Syn had been involved in when his brother returned to the house.


  “I think we should wait for Cade to join us and see what he says. If we can confirm there are only a few in the city, it might be easier to strike first rather than wait for them to launch another attack. There’s no confirmation of how many Baroqueth were lost in last month’s debacle, but I’m certain we took out a hefty number of those who were in New Orleans.”


  “I don’t like it,” Briella said firmly. “I didn’t like it when you mentioned it earlier. I don’t like it now. And I won’t like it later when Cade comes.” She squeezed Syn’s hand. “I nearly lost you. I’m not willing to go through that again.”


  Syn looked at his lifemate, a lazy half-grin on his mouth. “You saw our children.”


  Briella growled. “That doesn’t mean you should be reckless. My visions follow a path currently set. You step off that path, the future changes and my vision of children can easily turn to one of mourning. So please, let’s leave the sorcerers to do their sorcery things and go back home, where my father might be able to talk some sense into you, since he’s still your Keeper.”


  “Your parents live in The…Hollow?”


  Briella nodded at Gabriella’s question. “Yeah. My mother got right back to her gardening and my father’s been teaming up with Alazar’s Keeper to try and figure out the possible numbers of Baroqueth slayers. It’s nice to know the odds. My parents settled in Upstate New York when they first came to this world. Speaking of.” She poked Syn’s arm. “Did you hear anything back from the real estate agent about that contract?”


  “All taken care of. House is sold.”


  “My parents will be thrilled to hear that.”


  Taryn leaned forward and selected a mug of tea from the tray. He handed it to Gabriella. “Here, angel.”


  “Thanks.” She lifted the mug to her lips. “Mmm. Smells great.”


  “Infused with dried berries,” Amelia explained as she silently entered the library and joined them. Taking a seat, she helped herself to her own mug of tea. “One of my favorite blends. And I agree with Briella, Syn. Don’t be foolish. Trust me on this.”


  “Well, guess my idea goes out the window if the seer sees something unpleasant,” Syn chuckled. He retrieved two mugs and handed one to Briella. “Do you have a suspected number of Baroqueth roaming the Big Easy?”


  “No, but I’ve been able to detect at least four different energies, and one of them is discerning. She’s strong.”


  Taryn stilled. “She.” He shared a concerned glance with Syn. They both knew the “she” Amelia was talking about. The woman almost killed Briella in a voodoo shop. “She’s still in the city, then.”


  “She never left. Her energy is strong, but I can’t pin her down to an exact location. If I were to say, I think she might be the leader of the local Baroqueth. Or a very close second.” Amelia gazed into her mug. “I’ve been tempting fate, Taryn. I know it’s only a matter of time before my magic no longer shields you from her. I’m human. She’s not. Of that much I am certain. Honestly, I don’t know how I’ve been able to hold up the barriers this long against her power.”


  Taryn narrowed his eyes. “Which puts you in danger.”


  She waved away his concern. “That’s not what I was getting at. You don’t need to worry about me.”


  “I think he has a right to worry about you,” Gabriella said. She started to dip her head, then caught herself and lifted her chin. Taryn rubbed her back in silent approval. He caught the pleased smile Amelia hid behind the rim of her mug.


  “I agree with Gabby,” Briella said. “You’ve risked yourself more than any human would, and have done it for nothing in return. Taryn.” Briella leaned forward. “Do you think Cade would allow us to bring her to The Hollow?”


  “I have my life here, Briella. Whatever my fate is, it’s here,” Amelia said. “Thank you, but I have no place in your world.”


  “Uh, I think you do…”


  Taryn stopped listening to Briella’s argument, compelled by the strange expression on Amelia’s face. An expression of feigned content. A peculiar flash in her violet eyes was the only giveaway she might be concerned, one that he thought everyone missed except him, because he knew what to look for.


  “You’ve seen something. Something that has to do with you,” he finally said, silencing Briella and drawing everyone’s attention. His stomach flipped unnaturally. Sadness sifted through her usually optimistic eyes. “Amelia, why the hell didn’t you say anything?”


  “As Briella said, it’s a path. Not set in stone.”


  “And you’re fine with it?” He couldn’t soften his hardened tone. “You weren’t going to say a damn thing.”


  “Taryn—”


  “Don’t do it, Amelia. I don’t want to hear any rebuke.” Taryn braced his elbow on the arm of the chair and glowered at his beloved friend. Whatever she saw in his face, in his eyes, was enough to make her look away. “Did you really think for a moment that we would leave you to fend for yourself? That I would abandon you? Goddess, damn you.” He jabbed a finger in her direction. “When Gabe returns, you’re leaving. Ahead of us. You’re going to The Hollow and you’ll stay there until you have pretty visions of rainbows and flower fields, and maybe a man.”


  That brought her head up in a snap. “You’ll force me to leave when I’ve said I’ll stay?”


  “For once, I think I’m the one with the ancient logic and you’re taking after me.”


  Syn snorted. “I hate to admit it, but he’s right. It’s not permanent, but if anything happens to you, Amelia, it will have a tremendous effect on him.”


  “There. The logical one in the room speaks his opinion, and it meshes with mine.” Taryn rubbed a hand down his face. “And yes, to answer your earlier question. I’ll force you to leave if it means saving your life. A life you’re obviously quite quick to sacrifice for a vision. I think I need to hit you over the head with a dried bunch of herbs. Actually, I think I need a drink.”


  “I can get one for you,” Gabriella offered. Taryn let out a sharp breath and propped his cheek on his fist to look up at her. Goddess, she was beautiful, and just looking at her did wonders towards cooling his temper.


  “Alcohol has very little effect on us, angel. We drink for enjoyment and taste. It would take a bar of liquor to scrape the surface of our tolerance. I’m frustrated, that’s all.”


  “Obviously.” Gabriella offered him an understanding grin. “Amelia, please. Would you go to The Hollow? It would be nice to have your company.”


  Amelia let out a sigh. “Because you asked nicely, unlike the dragon.”


  Taryn shrugged. “I’m a dragon. I protect my own. What can I say?”


  He was a beast, after all.


  



  



  Chapter Nineteen


  



  Quiet steps woke her from her light sleep. She peeled open her eyes and watched the shadow move across the room to disappear into the bathroom. Her hazy mind fired up old fear. She’d been through this before. The shadows. The quiet steps.


  Then hands. Hands taking liberties…


  The door closed and a clatter followed.


  “Damn it.”


  The hushed curse made her sink against the mattress, relief calming her heart and spreading weakness down her legs. She scrubbed her hands roughly over her face in hopes of ridding herself of the anxiety that coiled her muscles.


  The door opened and the shadow tried to creep silently back to the bedroom door.


  “Where are you sleeping?” The shadow froze. Slowly, Taryn twisted around and found her in the dark with his fiery eyes. If she hadn’t seen them before, she’d scream in fear of the Devil stalking the room.


  “Did I wake you?” The remorse in his voice tugged at her chest. “I was trying to be quiet.”


  He remained by the door. Not coming closer. Not leaving, either. Gabby sat up, drawing her knees to her chest.


  “You did a good job.” Her voice was thick with exhaustion. “I tend to be a light sleeper.” She shrugged. “For obvious reasons.”


  “Is there anything I can get to help you sleep?”


  She picked at the blanket, her thoughts roiling while her tongue tried to form the words to say what she wanted. The very last thing she ever imagined that might help her sleep. So far, she’d found peace and contentment in Taryn’s presence. Strength and positivity.


  Maybe, just maybe…


  “I, uh…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. What if all the progress she made today was lost because of a silly thought? “No. I think it’ll just take time.”


  “I understand, angel. I’ll leave you be. Cade arrived a few minutes ago and I’m trying to settle him in. Good night, Gabriella.”


  “Night.”


  She listened to him leave while she absentmindedly traced the stitches in the blanket with the tip of her finger. Beyond the room, a deep, growly, unfamiliar voice seemed to boom through the hallway, despite an obvious attempt to be quiet. The raw power in the voice left Gabby both curious and frightened.


  She sank back into the bed and pulled the blanket tightly around her.


  And stared at the wall.


  She rolled over a while later, after the voice fell silent and the house subsided into the quiet of night. How strange not to hear creaks and moans and groans. How strange not to have foul odors and cigarette smoke suffocating her.


  Serene peace and quiet.


  It kept her wide awake. She watched the clock on the nightstand tick by minutes, then an hour.


  At last, she threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. No point in tossing and turning all night.


  Gabby crept into the hall and looked around. The house lay dark, obscenely dark, and silent except for a nightlight in the kitchen and one in the living room. Stepping lightly, hoping the wooden floorboards wouldn’t creak, she found her way into the kitchen. Warm milk had helped calm her nerves since she was a little girl; not that it helped her sleep any. Maybe it would now, since she was secure in the knowledge there wasn’t the threat of a stranger with cruel intentions lurking close by. She’d have to ask Amelia in the morning if she had any sleepy tea.


  She poured milk into a mug and warmed it in the microwave until it was tepid. With a cookie from earlier and warmed milk in hand, she turned to the dining room.


  And screamed.


  Red eyes stared at her from the darkness, moving toward her at an alarming rate. She barely realized the mug had slipped from her hand until she stepped on ceramic bits in her panic to back away. Blood crashed through her veins, deafening a growling voice as a hulking monster of a man came at her.


  The lights snapped on.


  Gabby slipped in milk and shards of ceramic mug. She grabbed the counter just as Taryn caught her against his body in a secure embrace. She frantically clawed closer to him.


  “You’re kidding me, right? Mulling things in the dark again? Seriously?” Taryn’s voice filtered into her mind, piercing the deafening wall of sound from her ears. Gabby’s gaze cut to the fuzzy faces filling the doorway to the kitchen. Taryn’s nostrils flared as a stranger paused at the counter. Fierce. Deadly. He was the walking definition of danger. Taryn rubbed his hand up and down her back. “I warned you he was intimidating, angel. He’s really a big teddy bear, I swear.”


  Gabby swallowed down the rush of fear and fought to steady her breathing. “Him? Teddy bear?” She jerked her attention up to Taryn’s frustrated gaze. “Bear, sure, but certainly no teddy.”


  The T-shirt and casual blue jeans didn’t lessen the giant man’s intimidation factor.


  “She cut her feet, Taryn,” the bear said with a voice as primal and dangerous as his looks. She looked down, not because she felt pain, but because the bear’s attention had lowered to the streaks of red in the milk. His brow pinched. In her frantic state of mind, Gabby couldn’t tell if he was concerned or merely observing. His voice gave neither away.


  “I see that.” Taryn scooped Gabby up to set her gently on the countertop. Amelia shouldered between Syn and Gabe and flicked her hand. The milk and ceramic swept to the side, making a clear path for her to approach. “Are you calming down now?”


  Gabby’s gaze moved between Taryn and the bear until he cupped her face between his hands and forced her to focus on him.


  “He’s Cade. The only reason he’s not helping is because you’re in a panic. He doesn’t want to scare you any more.”


  “I think he’s scared me enough for a lifetime.”


  He kissed the tip of her nose.


  “Intimidating isn’t even the word. His eyes alone could scare the shit out of someone.”


  “He’s more dragon than man, angel. He’s the oldest of us. He retains more of his dragon self on the surface than most. Hence his size.”


  Gabby concentrated on breathing as Amelia examined her feet. Maybe a scare was all she needed to make her sleep, because she certainly felt like closing her eyes and drifting off after that adrenaline rush.


  “Nothing deep and no pieces stuck in the skin. I’ll go get a salve I have to help hurry along the healing,” Amelia said.


  Taryn lowered his hands and braced one on the counter as Amelia left.


  Gabby turned her full attention to Cade, who hadn’t moved from the opposite side of the kitchen. His hands were in his pockets, shoulders hunched. It should’ve made him look less dangerous, but only increased the size of his shoulders.


  “You make a helluva entrance, boss man,” Gabe snickered, jutting his head toward Gabby. “You definitely haven’t lost your touch with the ladies.”


  Cade pulled back his lip and scowled, the hints of fangs extending from his impeccable teeth. “You definitely haven’t lost your poor sense of humor.”


  “Sourpuss.”


  Syn stepped between the two men and clapped Cade on the shoulder. “Thought I heard you slip in earlier.”


  Cade shrugged, lifting his gaze to Gabby. Or rather leveling it with her. The man was probably well on his way to seven feet. As she calmed, she took more of him in. Yes, his irises glowed an ember red with swirls of deep orange and dark yellow, but his pupils were circular, not slitted like Taryn’s got when his dragon took over his eyes. His hair was dark red, as was his neatly trimmed beard and mustache. He reminded her of a clean-cut version of a biker, one she still never wished to meet in a dark alley.


  “I didn’t mean to startle you. My apologies,” Cade said, his voice low. It somehow smoothed the edge of his growl. The corner of his mouth lifted. “Seems I have that effect on most people.”


  “Uh-huh.” Gabby’s brow cinched when her response came out more like a squeak than an actual sound of agreement. Taryn chuckled, dropping his hand over hers to give it a squeeze. “I can see why.”


  Cade’s eyes narrowed. “I definitely see Corvin in her. You’re right about that, Taryn.”


  “You didn’t tell him about my past, did you?”


  “Never. He knows Janice is your mother. He might speculate some unsavory incidents, given her reputation.”


  “You all knew my mother?”


  Taryn nodded. “We all have gold-diggers. Even in our world. She dug everywhere she could with whoever would let her dig. Her goal was a dragon. She settled for a Keeper.”


  Gabby relaxed a fraction more. As her initial panic waned, she started noting details about Cade she had missed. Such as the heat emanating from him, the same heat she’d noticed in all the dragons she’d met. And the lack of hostility. Okay, she’d give him the teddy bear benefit of the doubt.


  Briella walked into the kitchen and greeted Cade with a hug. “Causing a ruckus, I see.”


  “You all getting on my case?” He chuckled, the sound a rumble against jagged rocks. His eyes softened when they landed on Briella and he smoothed a hand over her hair. “I didn’t mean to wake any of you. Honest.”


  Briella motioned to Gabby. “Did you meet Gabby officially?” She cast each man a glance, brows raised. “Or have you neglected proper introductions, like you all tend to do? Cade, this is Gabriella, who likes to go by Gabby. Gabby, Cade, leader of the Firestorm dragons and protector extraordinaire.”


  Syn cleared his throat. Briella rolled her eyes.


  “All right, you crazies. I’m going back to watching stand-up comedy in my room.” Gabe issued a general salute and backed out of the kitchen doorway.


  “Guess we weren’t funny enough for him,” Taryn said with a shrug. “Anyway.”


  Cade shifted on his feet, then slowly approached Gabby, keeping his gaze level and a grin on his mouth. He held out a hand when he was within arm’s reach. “Again, my apologies. I wasn’t expecting such fright.” He cast Taryn a hard glance. “I would have thought he’d have told you about me.”


  “Oh, he did,” Gabby said, hesitating before shaking his hand. The power that thrummed beneath his skin kept her on guard. “He told me. I still startled.”


  Cade lowered his hand. “Why so frightened?” He looked at Taryn. “Haven’t you told her about us?”


  “Janice,” Taryn and Syn said in unison. Cade’s dark red brows shot up.


  “Ahh. Of course.”


  “Seems my mother’s reputation precedes her,” Gabby grumbled.


  “Your mother, unfortunately, built that reputation, brick by brick, all by herself. Regardless of her past, you came to be. That is a blessing and a miracle.” Cade stepped aside as Amelia reappeared, a small container in her hand. “I’ll let her work on your feet. Taryn, I’ll clean this up.”


  “I’ll take care of it,” Taryn insisted. He sighed. “Syn, you and Brie can go back to bed. I think we’re good here.”


  “Let me know if you need anything,” Syn said, draping his arm around Briella’s shoulders and leading her out of the kitchen.


  Amelia knelt on the floor in front of Gabby and unscrewed the lid of the container. Gabby flexed her feet to expose the soles.


  “This might sting a bit, but it shouldn’t last. Taryn, make sure to put socks on her feet. The lacerations should be healed by morning.” She started applying the salve. “Hello, Cade.”


  “And here I was beginning to think I was invisible,” Cade jested.


  Gabby snorted. “That’s pretty difficult to accomplish.”


  She winced as the salve burned every open wound on the bottom of her foot. Amelia rubbed the thick concoction into her skin, paying no outward heed to her discomfort.


  “Definitely Corvin in her.” Cade let out another rumbling sound of amusement and excused himself from the kitchen. Gabby followed him with her eyes as he returned to the far end of the dining table and resumed his seat. The glow of his eyes intensified the darker the room got, and she was glad when they finally turned down. He must have closed his eyes.


  “There you go.” Amelia straightened and washed her hands at the sink before capping her jar of salve. “Stay off your feet until morning.” Stifling a yawn, she wiggled her fingers in farewell before leaving the kitchen.


  Taryn lifted Gabby off the counter and cradled her in his arms. On the way back to his room, he said to Cade, “Pulling an all nighter?”


  “Research.”


  “Have fun.”


  He twisted his shoulders to slip them through the bedroom door and kicked it closed with his foot. Gabby watched his eyes go from russet to that mesh of fire as the light shut out of the room.


  “Night vision?” she asked.


  “Yes. Thermal as well.” He laughed quietly. “Imagine the heart attack a person would have if they walked into a dark room with a bunch of us.”


  Gabby groaned. “I swear I thought a demon was coming at me in that kitchen. All I saw were his eyes, and they’re so red.”


  “I’ll remind him to tamp down the glowy effects. He forgets sometimes, since he’s usually hanging out in The Hollow, or somewhere close by the portal to our world. Our cell phones don’t work in a magical land, so he broods in the mountains most of the time.”


  She tightened her arms around his neck when her body leaned to the side. The bed came up beneath her and she shifted so her feet weren’t on the blanket. “You can turn on a light.”


  “Would that make you more comfortable?”


  She wished she could lie. “Yes. Not because of your eyes, but the movement and shadows. Triggers.”


  His fingertips trailed down the side of her face before she felt the heat of his presence leave her side. A moment later, the soft glow of a lamp spread a muted yellow over the room.


  “Better?”


  The concern in his eyes as they changed back to russet was so strong she swore she felt it touch her heart. That he took the time to consider her opinion and not laugh or brush off her fears made a world of difference in her perception of him—not that she thought he was anything less than the gentleman of sincerity he was proving to be.


  “Yeah. Thanks.” He fetched a pair of socks from his dresser and crouched at her feet. “You don’t have to do that.”


  “I’d like to do it.” He smiled as he bunched up the first sock and carefully maneuvered it onto her foot. She giggled when she realized how big it was on her.


  “No foot-size jokes now,” he warned.


  A laugh followed the giggle and she shook her head. “Promise.”


  “One day, I’ll give you a foot massage and paint your toenails,” he said as he eased the second sock on. She wiggled her feet when he stood up. “Because I’m awesome like that.”


  “Oh, there’s that ego Amelia was talking about.”


  He winked. “Confidence, angel. It’s called confidence. I think you’ll enjoy the pampering.” He waved his hand at her legs. “Legs up, under the covers, time for bed. Those pretty feet need to heal.” His eyes darkened mysteriously when he glanced at the clock. “Ah, the witching hour.”


  Gabby climbed beneath the blanket with his help and accepted the chaste kiss he placed on her temple. She couldn’t let go of the ache in her chest as he crossed to the lamp and prepared to turn it off.


  “Would you prefer to keep it on for now?”


  She considered it. The only way she’d feel comfortable in the silence of the house with the light off would be to have him stay with her. And that was just asking for trouble. Like wake up to a panic attack at the sight of a man in bed beside her kind of trouble.


  However, the first time he left, she couldn’t sleep, her senses hyper attuned to every movement, every shift in the room, every noise in the house. She could kiss sleep goodbye if the light went off, and kiss it pardon if the light stayed on.


  “Gabriella, everything okay?”


  She tucked her arm beneath her head and pressed her lips together. She gathered the courage to meet his concerned gaze. “Would you think it wrong of me or bad of me if I asked you to stay?”


  Those eyes narrowed. “To stay.”


  She nodded once. A small, timid motion she wasn’t sure he saw until he rubbed the back of his neck.


  “Are you certain?”


  “I made a mess of my warm milk solution. Maybe just knowing that someone is with me, someone who won’t hurt me, will be enough.” She curled her fingers in the blanket beneath her chin. “I couldn’t fall back asleep before. That’s why I wanted to get the milk.”


  Taryn nodded, understanding. “Of course I’ll stay.” He glanced around before pointing to a chair in the corner of the room. “I’ll set—”


  “In bed,” Gabby interrupted. Taryn lifted his brows. She moved to the middle of the bed. “I’m certain.”


  Amazement filled his eyes as he cautiously approached the bed and sat down. He drew one knee onto the mattress, watching her, a mixture of emotions scrambling over his face. Not a single one was dark or evil or menacing, a huge relief. Not that she doubted her intuition about his character, but her past had a way of distorting the truth.


  “You answered my question before I even asked,” he said.


  “You’re in the habit of always making certain I’m sure of my decisions.” She slid her hand over the mattress and wound her fingers with his. “I don’t know what the end result will be when I wake up, but I’m willing to try.”


  He lifted her hand and kissed her fingers, then kissed her lightly on the lips. “Baby steps, angel. I don’t lose hope that easily, and I won’t give up on you.”


  She hid her grin as he rolled off the bed to switch off the light, and then returned to her side, slipping beneath the blanket. He found her hand without effort and laced their fingers together again.


  He didn’t try to grab her or hold her close. He didn’t encroach on her space. Her grin stretched as she found peace lying beside him, only their hands touching.


  Peace enough to fall asleep.


  



  



  Chapter Twenty


  



  Heat surrounded her. So much heat that she swatted at the blanket in her sleepy state only to realize there was no blanket on her. The delicious scent of fire and spice intoxicated her, soothing her. A quiet moan left her lips and she snuggled deeper into the pillow, not wanting to wake up.


  Her pillow shifted beneath her head.


  Her eyes sprang open.


  She stared at her fingertips, settled right in front of her face. The steady pulse that made her hand move came from the black shirt beneath them. No, the body beneath the shirt. She glanced down at her leg, draped over familiar flannel pants. The blanket had been kicked to the foot of the bed, yet no chill touched her skin.


  An arm came around her and the sleepy rumble that filled her ear from Taryn’s chest instantly relaxed her. Clothing remained in place, even if at some point during the night her subconscious mind must have nudged her closer to Taryn. His arousal was obvious, but he hadn’t acted upon it.


  It was a start. A promising start. No disgust. No resentment. No fear.


  Simple contentment.


  The sensation of being in the right place, with the right person.


  Her sleep had been dreamless, and as it shed her mind, she was intrigued by how alive she felt.


  Lifting her head, she stared up into the intensely beautiful face of the man she was meant for. A dragon from another world who promised her safety and security while he gently but steadily pulled her back from the brink of Hell. So relaxed in sleep, even if occasional curls of smoke escaped his nostrils. She couldn’t hold back a smile.


  A dragon.


  Her dragon.


  So warm and strong and gorgeous.


  Gabby moved slowly in an attempt to climb over him without waking him. As she braced her body over his, straddling his waist and his chest, an urge to lean over and kiss him took her by surprise. That was one nudge she ignored, at least until she made a quick bathroom trip.


  Spread wide to span is body, she tried to rock onto her hand and knee. Of course, her attempt at stealth was useless. She lost her balance and landed on top of Taryn.


  His hands clasped her waist on the way down. She gasped, catching the sleepy glow of his warm eyes and the grin on his kissable mouth.


  “Dragons are light sleepers, too, angel.”


  Gabby melted against him. He slipped his hands from her waist to her back in a comfortable hug. His voice couldn’t be more sexy if he tried.


  “Were you awake the whole time?”


  “Mm-hmm. Just enjoying the feel of you curling up against me.”


  And, right now, straddling him in a provocative manner.


  “Did you sleep well, Gabriella?”


  She whimpered quietly at the sound of her name on the thick tone of his voice. Placing her cheek against his chest seared her skin very pleasantly.


  “One of the best nights I’ve had,” she said against his shirt. His hand skated up her spine until his fingers wove through her tousled hair.


  “Glad to hear it.”


  She closed her eyes as he played with her hair and ran the tips of his fingers up and down her back. God, the way he made her feel, like her past was a bad dream and she was just now waking up to a reality that was the sweetest treat. Anything and everything that should have triggered an attack calmed her, reassured her, and she was eager to push the boundaries.


  Taryn made her body ache in ways she couldn’t imagine it was capable of. Tingle with pleasure instead of fear. Heat with healthy lust and not with shame.


  She craved the feel of his hand on her skin, and the pleasure his touch gifted. Her intense response to his exploration.


  “Did you need to get up?” he asked, sounding like he was falling back asleep.


  “Bathroom. Can I walk?” She wiggled her feet. “I feel nothing. No pain at all.”


  Taryn craned his neck to look at the bedside clock. “Damn. We slept the morning away. It’s almost noon.”


  Reality must have smacked him because the sleeping god beneath her became a wide-awake and alert Taryn. He guided her as she climbed off him and sat up.


  “Let me have a look at your feet. Unless you want me to carry you to the bathroom and deposit you on the toilet?”


  She laughed and lifted one foot into his waiting hands. “I’ll pass.” He removed the sock and scrutinized the sole of her foot. The humor died inside her and she leaned forward. “Is it okay?”


  “Hmm.” A single finger ran down the center of her sole. She jerked at the tickling sensation, stifling a laugh. When he glanced up to look at her through his bed-mussed hair, she caught the playful edge in his expression.


  “Don’t!”


  “What?” He deliberately stroked the sole of her foot again. Gabby smacked a hand over her mouth and laughed as she tried to tug her leg back. “Making sure it’s good as new. Ticklish, angel?”


  “Bastard! Stop before I pee myself!”


  Gabby curled up on her side, tears burning her eyes as she made choking sounds of mirth. Taryn finally stopped and braced himself over her. She shoved his shoulder as he smiled down at her.


  “Now, now. Name calling isn’t nice, Gabriella.”


  “I could say tickling isn’t nice, either.” She brushed aside the satiny waves of his hair to better see his face, a heady desire rearing up inside her. She licked her lips, drawing his attention to her mouth. “May I go to the bathroom?”


  Without a word, he sat up, letting her go physically, but his gaze tracked her across the room until she closed the bathroom door. She fell back against the wall and pressed a hand to her chest. Her heart pounded under her palm. That look he gave her, the one she despised seeing from any other man, pulled at her like a lifeline to a home she desperately sought. It spurred fierce arousal, leaving her nerves humming.


  “Not now,” she whispered, trying to calm the storm churning up desire.


  She finished in the bathroom and returned to the bedroom. Taryn glanced back at her from his walk-in closet as he rummaged through more shirts than she had owned in her lifetime.


  The blasted man was shirtless, those pants riding low on his hips, showing off his sculpted muscles. The tattoo on his back shifted and moved with him, wings appearing to flap or spread.


  “I didn’t realize you’d be out so soon.” He tugged a shirt from a hanger. Gabby hugged her belly, the fierce want growing inside her unforgiving. Is this what he fought when she was near? How did he do it? “Should’ve waited to change.”


  “Taryn?”


  He paused, shirt bunched in his hand. Her gaze dropped to the prominent bulge in his pants.


  “Gabriella. Careful.”


  The force that drew her closer instead of pushing her away was too strong to ignore. She couldn’t explain it, it was so completely different from what she had ever felt before, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to. The magic that swept into her life in the last few days was a blessing in her cursed existence. The man, this man, was her angel, regardless of his endearment for her.


  She came up behind him and softly outlined one wing of his tattoo. “How were you able to get this if nothing can penetrate your skin?”


  “Things can penetrate my skin if I hold back the dragon.” He twisted his head and looked back at her. She met his gaze for a second before dipping her head and placing a kiss on the dragon tattoo’s head. “A feat I’m finding most difficult at this moment.”


  As if to prove his point, a spattering of scale tips appeared along his shoulders and down his spine. They vanished as quick as they came. Gabby traced the line of his spine and sighed.


  “I’m not afraid of you,” she murmured, splaying her palms over his back and absorbing the heat, the cuts of muscle as she smoothed her palms up to his shoulders. Taryn’s head fell back and he groaned. She never imagined she’d have control over any man after a lifetime of being controlled. But Taryn both gave her that lead and maintained his composure, if barely. As her hands curved over his shoulders and slid around to his chest, she detected a faint tremor in his muscles. She pressed up on her toes and nuzzled her nose against his hair, drinking in the scent she had come to know as his and only his. “Whatever this is I feel, it makes me embrace what you do to me. How my body reacts to you.”


  “And how, Gabriella, do you react to me?” Taryn lowered his head, his hair falling over his cheeks and hiding his eyes. He tossed the shirt over the rail in the closet. She was about to rest her chin on his shoulder when he turned into her, snaking an arm around her waist and pulling her flush against his body. So close she felt everything, from his arousal to the hardening of his stomach muscles to the rise and fall of his chest. Catching her chin, he tipped her face to his, and she happily let him. “What is it I make you feel?”


  Oh, sweet God, the carnal flames in his eyes plucked one thread at a time until she felt an eternity’s worth of untouched sensations and reactions unravel. Her vision focused on Taryn, and only Taryn, everything beyond his eyes and his face blurred. The pulse between her legs intensified, and the wetness that followed drew a silent gasp from her throat.


  “Things. Things I never wanted to feel.” Her voice was as unsteady as her legs. “Things I suppose people who enjoy sex feel.”


  A sound, something like a growl and a hmm, rumbled through his chest. He held her against his body, backing her up until her butt hit the corner of his dresser.


  She never once broke eye contact.


  She never once felt the familiar fear that rushed her when a man made his intentions known.


  He dropped his hands to her waist and lifted her onto the dresser. She locked her legs around his as he drew the backs of his fingers over the tops of her thighs. The simple touch burned her skin in a decadent way.


  “Pleasure, angel.” He retraced his path to the juncture of her hips and teased the waistline of the mini shorts Briella had lent her. “Pleasure, hunger, need. Desire so strong it can make you crazy if you don’t sate it.”


  “Does it drive you crazy?” Silly question, she knew, even as it spilled from her tongue.


  Taryn’s grin was both humored and laced with dark hunger. He lowered his head with a quiet chuckle to watch as he lifted his fingers to the top button on her shirt. Her heart picked up its pace and she sucked in a shaky breath of anxiety and anticipation.


  “I’m beyond crazy.” He slowly unfastened the button and turned his gaze up to her. The dragon consumed his eyes, down to the vertical slits of his pupils. “I’m fucking ravenous.”


  That look should have terrified her. His confession should have made her panic until she couldn’t breathe. The lack of breath was due to something else entirely. Something that hummed through her nerves, heated her blood, and left her craving Taryn.


  He opened another button, keeping his gaze on hers. A third button. A fourth.


  Gabby didn’t stop him. He paused on the last button, one brow lifting.


  “Do you want to learn what kind of beast I am in the bedroom, Gabriella?”


  She tightened her legs around him and nodded. Taryn tsked before he leaned over to feather a line of kisses along the racing pulse in her throat. Gabby moaned, tipping her head to the side to give him better access because whatever he was doing poured fuel onto her fire by the bucket.


  Taryn nipped her neck below the ear. She gasped at the surge of pleasure that crashed down to her toes.


  “I won’t accept a nod, angel. Tell me what you want,” he whispered in that sexy rasp. Gabby wrapped her arms around his neck, sinking her fingers into his hair. He was making her drown in heady desire.


  Taryn nipped her again, then swirled his tongue over the stinging skin.


  Gabby whimpered, sure she was dying from delight.


  “I want to know the beast.”


  Taryn caught her earlobe between his teeth and nibbled the flesh. “Mmm. Good.”


  Gabby swallowed another gasp when Taryn’s mouth crushed hers in a kiss he must have been holding back all this time. She tasted the hunger, the desperate need, the potent and intoxicating desire that called to her own. He possessed her with his kiss, his tongue filling her mouth, claiming her as his, and she loved it.


  Taryn swept her off the dresser without warning, his arms tight around her waist. She clung to him as he moved, seeking ragged breaths through his kiss. Oh, the guttural groans and tiny moans that tangled between their mouths was a song meant for them alone.


  She half expected Taryn to toss her on the bed, not gently lay her back and fluidly crawl over her.


  He growled when he tore his mouth from hers, but those wicked lips and that sinful tongue danced raw pleasure down her neck. He swept the shirt aside as he reached the hollow of her neck, licking the indentation before continuing lower.


  “At any time, you can tell me to stop.”


  “No,” she breathed, fingers tangling in his hair as he reached her breast. No prelude preceded his feverish mouth taking her nipple and sucking hard.


  She hissed in a sharp breath, bowing off the mattress.


  Fire, wild like the man soothing that sharp ache with lazy strokes of his tongue, raged inside her. When his fingers pinched her other nipple and teased her with a mixture of pinches and lashes, she was certain she would snap. Not with pleasure, but with an infuriating need for Taryn to do…something. Something more.


  He took his sweet time licking his way down her belly. His teeth, the hint of fangs in the scrape along her skin, caused her to tremble. The ends of his hair tickled her belly, another level of stimulation for her overwhelmed body.


  The mattress shifted beneath her hips. Before she could lift her head to see why, Taryn nuzzled his mouth against her throbbing clit. Through her shorts.


  He watched her with glowing eyes from between her legs. His upper lip pulled back to show her the tips of two thick fangs. Ripples of scales crested along his brows and forehead in waves.


  He didn’t take his eyes off her as he teased the hem of her shorts with two fingers, caressing her upper thigh until he reached her panties.


  When his thumb slipped beneath the wet fabric and traced her seam, she whimpered and dropped her head back, knees falling open.


  Taryn sat back, his rough palms drawing down her inner thighs to her knees, then running up to her hips.


  “Yes or no, angel?” he asked, fingers hooking the waistband of her shorts.


  Holy hell, how could she say no? To that voice? That look?


  Gabby began to nod when his eyes narrowed. She remembered his demand for verbal agreement, and managed a weak, “Yes.”


  The man looked downright predatory as he tugged her shorts and panties off her waist and down her legs. A new warmth flooded her face as his gaze lowered to her exposed sex. Instinctively, she started to close her knees as he pulled the clothing from her feet and tossed it aside.


  Taryn caught one knee with his hand, met her eyes, and shook his head. “No. No shame.”


  He moved closer, spreading her feet with his knees. Those hands of his could knock her into another universe, his touch erotic and taming, soothing and seductive. Her mind couldn’t decide if she wanted to cry out in frustration from nervous system overload or scream beneath the infuriating burn of need.


  “Easy, Gabriella,” he murmured, dipping his head to her knee. He kissed the inside of her knee as his hands crept closer to her core. Kiss after kiss, he followed the path of his fingers.


  Gabby’s chest grew tight with anticipation. She couldn’t take her eyes off the sight of Taryn’s head moving lower and lower, closer to her throbbing clit and thrumming sex. She tried to regain control over her breathing, but she couldn’t manage anything more than shallow gasps.


  Fingers brushed through her seam, unleashing a fierce shudder of pleasure. Taryn chuckled, lifting his glistening fingertips.


  His gaze met hers. “Beautiful, my darling lifemate.” He sucked his fingertips into his mouth. The feral growl that followed sparked deep red flames in his eyes as she soaked in an alien satisfaction and sense of awkwardness. How the hell did he make something so appalling look so damn erotic? “Goddess help me.”


  Gabby opened her mouth to ask him why—


  “Holy hell,” she gasped as his mouth closed around her clit. She threw her arms up and fisted the blanket at her head as Taryn sucked at her nub. His tongue rubbed and lashed, making her body jerk and writhe. “Taryn.”


  “Yes, little lifemate?”


  He eased a single finger inside her body.


  What was she going to say?


  She arched off the bed until Taryn pressed a hand to her lower belly and pinned her hips to the mattress. She didn’t give a thought to fear or anxiety, because she knew without a doubt he’d free her the instant she asked him to. He worked her mercilessly, finger pumping into her at a lazy pace to match the magic his tongue and mouth conjured.


  It took a nudging reminder not to fight the coiling of pleasure. Not to suppress it. With Taryn, to feel wasn’t bad, and what he was doing felt oh so fantastic!


  Until she reached that brink, that teetering peak where she couldn’t figure out if she was in pain, on fire, or preparing to plummet to her doom.


  He sucked on her clit.


  “Taryn!” she choked out.


  Blinding bliss tore up from the center of her body, ripping through every limb like a bolt of lightning, delivering potent exhilaration. He sent her body soaring so high she couldn’t feel anything but the hard pulsing pleasure that flashed against the backs of her eyelids and followed the heavy thud of her heart.


  “Stunning. I want to see that again, angel.”


  His voice filtered through the fog as her orgasm began to subside on waves that left her legs trembling and her body melting into the mattress.


  Taryn didn’t stop. Didn’t pause.


  His mouth performed delicious torture on her sensitive nub, his fingers stroking her deeply. Gabby tried to catch her breath and recover, but her devious dragon had another plan.


  One that taunted and took up the slack in the cords of her nerves. One that continued his hungry feast until she had barely reached a plateau before he launched her back into the embrace of another soul-shattering orgasm.


  Gabby clawed at the blanket, writhing beneath Taryn’s single-handed hold on her until she swore she would explode.


  The pressure released around her clit and eased from her body as she floated down from the intense high. The fog that settled over her left her feeling leaden and exhausted and quite…amazing. She was vaguely aware of lazy kisses following a path up her belly and the shocking warmth of the man rising over her.


  Taryn lifted his head after he placed his last kiss at the base of her neck. He poised over her with a wicked grin of satisfaction on his moist lips. “That rose in your cheeks looks beautiful.”


  Gabby slipped one hand over his shoulder and cupped the back of his neck. God, her arm shook. “It’s your turn.”


  Taryn shook his head. “No, angel. That’s where you’re wrong. That’s where your mother was wrong.” He lowered his head and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. She tasted her essence on his lips, a flavor that had been forced on her in the past, but now sealed something promising between her and the dragon. “Are you content? Satiated?”


  “You’ve exhausted me.”


  He chuckled. “Well, I’m not sorry about that.” He brushed the tips of their noses together. “You, Gabriella, come first for me. In everything, and especially in bed. If you’re not happy, if you’re not satisfied, I haven’t done my job. Yes”—he nuzzled her cheek—“I will claim you. I’ll claim your body as mine. But today is about you, and only you.”


  The sincerity in his voice, in his words, left Gabby speechless as he feathered kissed along her jaw. It wrenched at her heart in a way that made her realize just how much life was hidden inside her.


  Selfless. Taryn showed his selflessness more than once, but this went beyond anything she’d experienced.


  Men always took what they wanted. Always expected something in return, or expected something with no thought of thanks.


  She blamed the tremble of her chin on her weakened state. The sting in her eyes on the cool air that drifted between them. The thickness of her voice when she spoke on the residual pulse of her orgasm.


  “You shattered me,” she whispered, threading her fingers through his hair.


  Taryn tipped his head up and caught her eyes. His thumb brushed beneath her eye, leaving a trail of wetness in its path. “No, my dear. I gave you a taste of what you should expect in bed. A taste of what you deserve. You deserve to be doted on, and I’m more than happy to dote.” That wicked grin returned. “Trust me, this morning was nothing more than a crack. Your shattering has yet to come.”


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-One


  



  “Welcome back to the land of the living.” Gabe raised his beer bottle in salute as Taryn joined him, Syn, and Cade in the library. Taryn only smiled and took a seat, sipping his coffee. Gabe eyed him suspiciously. “Awfully chipper, aren’t you.”


  “Don’t go there, Gabriel. It’s none of your business,” Taryn warned with a rumbling edge.


  “Aw, come on, bro. Syn caved.”


  Syn wagged a finger “Actually, you all speculated. I never confirmed a damn thing.”


  Taryn looked at Cade. The man must have reined in his dragon. He appeared a little smaller than usual, although no less fierce. “Sorry my chairs aren’t one-size-fits-all, Cade.”


  “I can adjust.”


  “Literally,” Gabe interjected before taking a swig of beer. “Anyhow, what’s the plan? Are we going back home or hanging out longer? I think I might have pinned down the location of some of the older residents from The Hollow. If I’m hot, I don’t want to lose the lead.”


  “Unfortunately, with the Baroqueth searching for Taryn and Syn, I think it’s best if you abandon that lead until the activity dies down. No reason to bring danger on your tail. If they’ve survived this long without us intervening, let’s leave them be until we can be certain we won’t be leading trouble to their doorsteps.” Cade tapped his heel on the floor as he rapped his fingers on the chair arm. “I’ve been working to figure out how many Baroqueth we would be facing. Seems that even before the attack last month, there wasn’t an impressive number, and a good many were killed or injured then.”


  “If you ask me, seems they’ve gotten careless or weak in their old age,” Gabe said with a shrug.


  “I’m not so sure.” Syn rested his ankle on his knee. “When I went to Alazar’s aid in Georgia, that group was pretty strong.”


  “Maybe it was luck?”


  Cade’s eyes narrowed as he stroked his beard. “That was one town with a strong connection to magic. The thrum of power is just as alive and well in the arteries of this old city. I wonder how much of New Orleans’ power the Baroqueth can tap into? Perhaps they aren’t as strong as we first suspected, and are falling back on their ways of stealing magic that doesn’t belong to them. Perhaps they are able to utilize the natural powers of the earth and the towns and cities to strengthen their spells.”


  “I know this demon…” Taryn cleared his throat when he received three sets of hard glowers. He smiled. “Just kidding. I stay away from the demons. They’re a wishy-washy bunch.”


  “Good to hear,” Syn said. The furrow in his brow made Taryn wonder if his sanity was under scrutiny. “I’m returning to The Hollow with Briella tonight. After being tracked yesterday, I’m not willing to risk her safety, business be damned. Thankfully, she agrees.”


  “She’s willing to put her next exhibit on hold?”


  “Yes. Until things settle down here or until we’ve wiped every damn Baroqueth from the face of existence.” Syn glanced at Cade. “I’m aiming for the latter.”


  “I’m going to hazard a guess that the dragons before my time fought toward the same goal.” Cade grew silent. “As far as I’m aware, in the history of the Baroqueth and Firestorm feud, never has a female been involved in the disputes.”


  Gabe snorted. “Why would that matter?”


  “Typically, male sorcerers hold stronger abilities than females. The Baroqueth have been predominantly male for as long as I can recall.”


  “Do you think this has any significance?” Syn asked Cade.


  The leader released a long breath and shrugged.


  “I’m not sure. All I can say is it’s a different tactical strategy than we’ve seen before. And the woman apparently holds more power than most of the men we’ve come up against lately. That makes me wonder about her origins. Who she really is.” Cade cut a hard glance between Syn and Taryn. “Have the Baroqueth taken a female leader? Or is there a transition happening, and that’s why they’ve become so focused on hunting us? It seems that they are targeting those of use who have found lifemates. Why?”


  “That’s pretty self-explanatory, Cade,” Gabe said. “They want our powers, like they’ve always wanted them, and they’ll use the women to lure us in. Anyone who knows a Firestorm knows how quickly we’ll sacrifice ourselves for our lifemates.”


  “Huh. From the mouth of the man who refuses to settle down,” Taryn teased.


  Cade cast both men a glare, none too amused. “We all have been around long enough to know nothing is that simple, especially when it comes to the Baroqueth.”


  “Or, maybe it has become that simple—”


  The zap of electricity that prickled up Taryn’s spine cut him off mid-sentence. The room wavered for a split second, like a wave of heat had passed through.


  Gabe looked around. “What the hell?”


  Taryn stiffened.


  Only one thing could have caused that amount of magic to disperse like that. The patter of footsteps dashing overhead confirmed his suspicions as he shot to his feet.


  “Fuck,” he spat, dropping his mug of coffee to splatter on the table as he ran out of the library.


  “Taryn!” Amelia rushed down the stairs, worry creasing her brow.


  “I know, the wards were tripped,” he said, catching her by the shoulders before she came off the last step. Gabriella and Briella paused halfway down the stairs. “Stay out of sight.” He lifted his gaze to his angel. “All of you. Back upstairs and don’t you dare come down until we say it’s okay.”


  Old fear filled Gabriella’s face as she blanched.


  “I won’t let anything happen to you, do you understand me?”


  She nodded once, but the fear remained in her eyes. He didn’t look away until Briella turned her to hurry back up the stairs.


  “Things are about to get interesting.” Gabe cracked his knuckles and his neck. He exhaled a plume of light gray smoke from his nostrils. “Let ’em come.”


  Cade stepped around Gabe and motioned to the stairs. “You and Syn have to stay with the women, in case you need to get them to safety. Daylight or not, survival is the priority.”


  “There goes my pretty house,” Taryn groaned. Had the situation been less unnerving, he might have found it funny. Truth be told, if transforming into his dragon destroyed his house, but saved Gabriella and the other women, he’d demolish his building time and time again. To Cade, he said, “Your presence here will raise suspicions. I have some of Amelia’s magic to protect me. You three don’t.”


  Cade scowled. “And I don’t have a lifemate who’ll be devastated if I die. Should that happen, Zareh will take over. But let me be clear—I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.” He pointed to the stairs. “The women come first, Taryn. You know that. Go.”


  Taryn swallowed down his displeasure when the doorbell rang. Cade tipped his head in such a way that implied his lethal threat without saying a word.


  The guest didn’t wait more than a few seconds before banging on the door. “Taryn! I know you’re in there! Open the damn door! I demand to speak with my daughter!”


  Cade snickered, his face darkening with mischief. “Our friend Janice. Maybe now you’d like to go upstairs?”


  Taryn spread his arm to the door and bowed. “She’s all yours, my friend.”


  Syn was already begrudgingly ascending the stairs when Taryn started after him. It wasn’t in any of their natures to walk away from danger. They didn’t cower, and this made Taryn feel like a coward. But Cade was right. In protecting their women, they protected their future.


  Taryn looked up toward the living space at the head of the stairs. All three women stood around the sofa setup, watching Syn and Taryn approach.


  “My mother tripped the wards?” Gabriella asked. That adorable crease that furrowed the space between her brows made his fingers itch to smooth it away. Maybe even kiss it, and then some. All that would have to wait.


  “Seems that way.”


  Below, Cade opened the door. Taryn was far enough up the stairs that she wouldn’t be able to see him. He stopped to listen. Syn positioned himself at the top of the stairs, an arm out to prevent the women from coming too close.


  “Where is she? I know she’s here.” Janice shouted, “Gabby! Get over here this instant!”


  “She’s not here, Janice. And if I’m not mistaken, she’s old enough to make her own decisions as to where she resides, and with whom. She is an adult, isn’t that correct?” Cade asked, his tone sharp with the lethal growl he’d mastered. “I didn’t invite you in.”


  “This isn’t your house to make that decision.”


  “Who’s with you?”


  “What the fuck do you mean? Does it look like anyone’s with me? Or have all those centuries finally started wearing on your eyesight?”


  Taryn’s hands fisted. He snapped his head around when Briella hissed Gabriella’s name. Syn caught Gabriella by the waist, issued a stern shake of his head, and motioned her back toward the sofa.


  “Stay back, angel. She wouldn’t have tripped the wards alone. She didn’t before. So either someone is with her or something else triggered the wards, and we need to figure it out.”


  “But she’s out of control.”


  Taryn snorted. “She’s always been out of control.”


  “One of mine owns this house, which makes it my business to protect it when he’s not present. You know very well how serious I am about protecting my own.”


  “Oh, and I don’t fall into that category? I’m from The Hollow, too. I’m part of your world.”


  Cade’s angry rumble resonated beneath Taryn’s skin. Janice didn’t know when to quit. She never had, but it seemed she’d lost all sense of logic over the last few decades.


  “When someone in The Hollow harms their own offspring to benefit themselves, they would be punished severely for such misbehavior. The laws in this world are no different. Don’t tempt me to mete out your punishment, woman. Now, I suggest you take your leave, as you can very well see that Taryn is not home and your daughter is nowhere in the vicinity.” When he spoke next, his voice took a deeper edge. “And should you insist on trespassing, I’ll ask those officers sitting half a block away to kindly escort you off this property.”


  Taryn could almost picture the fury twisting Janice’s face like a worn rag. If he hadn’t witnessed the horrors she’d forced upon Gabriella, he might have found it funny.


  Right now, he felt a serious lack of satisfaction. He had a few more words for the demonspawn. Oh, forget that. Not words. Threats. Actions.


  “You know what? How ’bout I go get them and tell them you’ve kidnapped my daughter? That your own is consorting with her and she’s wanted in a murder investigation? Hmm? Want me to do that? That girl is mine! She’s mine! Do you hear me? My daughter! And I want her to come here—”


  “Enough.”


  The implacable command and promised threat behind that single word resonated throughout the house.


  Gabriella whimpered. Taryn could feel how much her fretting was starting to take a toll on the progress they’d made. Janice was a trigger, one he now realized held more power over his darling lifemate than he could allow.


  He tilted his head to see Gabriella curled up on the sofa, hugging her knees to her chest. “Gabriella. Breathe, love.”


  Her eyes were wide as they cut to him. He offered her a small smile before turning away.


  “…want to fuck with me. I don’t care what you are, Cade. You’re not in your world anymore. Here, you are powerless. Did you think I didn’t know that? Think I’m stupid? I know. I’ve been told by your own. You know, those poor souls too devoted to you dragons and that damn world, until it comes to a woman in bed. Then all you men become a bunch of fools.”


  “Are you through? Because you’re wasting your time and breath ranting. It’s meaningless babble. I’m well aware of you, Janice. Who you are, how you are and, sadly, what you are. I’ll be sure to let Taryn know you stopped by.”


  “Don’t you close this door.”


  “Watch me.”


  Taryn smiled in satisfaction when the door slammed shut, rattling the lamps and light fixtures. He climbed the rest of the stairs and exchanged seats with Amelia, who had been attempting to calm Gabriella. He draped his arm around her shoulders and touched a single finger to her chin.


  “Look at me,” he murmured, earning himself her fear-filled stare. The tortured soul reared in her eyes and tore a piece of him apart. “Are you listening?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  He grinned at her verbal response over a simple nod. He kissed her forehead. “I have one reason to be thankful Janice is alive. One. And that is all. And if I can find that one reason enough not to end her sad existence for what she put you through, I hope you can find it in you to do the same.”


  “No reason is good enough.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, angel.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “She gave me you.”


  Gabriella sucked in a shuddering breath and settled her forehead against his shoulder. He stroked her hair, allowing her the time to compose herself. Amelia pressed her hand to his back before she silently returned to her room beyond the upstairs kitchen. Syn and Briella went downstairs.


  Taryn hooked one arm under Gabriella’s legs and slid her onto his lap. She straightened up, but her arms went around his neck, her fingers tangling in the ends of his hair.


  “And you’re okay with that? Okay with me? With everything that is wrong”—she pointed to her head—“in here?”


  Taryn narrowed his eyes. “Now, Gabriella, what have we said about the degradation? There’s nothing wrong with you. Nothing. Anywhere. All of the things you’ve faced and survived have made you strong and created the person you are now.”


  “How is it you calm me? How do you make the bad just…melt away?”


  “Aww, angel.” He laughed quietly, cupping the side of her face. “Because that’s my specialty. Just wait until I put some effort into it.”


  Gabriella smiled at last as she placed her hand over his. “I’ll prepare myself.”


  “It’s so much better when you’re not prepared.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Why do I get the feeling we’re discussing something other than your calming specialty?”


  “Well.” He thumbed her bottom lip. “I think a couple of things go hand in hand, don’t you? Didn’t I make you melt earlier?”


  Her cheeks pinkened and her pupils dilated. He lifted a brow knowingly.


  “I thought so. But before I’m tempted to do so again, perhaps we should go downstairs and see what damage my guests are doing?”


  Damn, was her reluctance sexily adorable. He probably should tell her how much of a turn-on it was to see her lick her lips or flare her nostrils.


  “That might be a safe idea.”


  Taryn took her by the waist and popped her onto her feet, loving the tiny squeal and excited glitter that washed away her fear. The dig of her fingers into his shoulders was a nice little addition, but he would keep that to himself. He stood up in front of her and spun her around, her laughter as refreshing as the sunrise over The Hollow.


  He slid an arm around her waist and guided her down the stairs. “I’m going to put out a call to another friend and see if she wouldn’t mind making a few clothing purchases for you before we leave tonight. I’m pretty sure Cade was able to return a couple of seamstresses and bakers to The Hollow, but I’m not sure how settled they’ve become. It’s a slow process.”


  “Why did you all stay away for so long?”


  “The land needed to heal without the threat of another attack. As long as we were there, we drew our enemies there, which could have permanent effects on our wor—”


  “Taryn!” Amelia screamed from behind them at the same moment Cade burst into the living room, his body filling out and scales cascading over his skin.


  “Upstairs!” Cade shouted.


  Adrenaline surged. Taryn grabbed Gabriella. His dragon stretched from within. He swelled, filling the stairway.


  An explosion rocked the house.


  Wood and stone and glass shot inward, the force so great it knocked Taryn into Gabriella. She stumbled and fell as Amelia grabbed for her hand and was knocked to the floor by another explosion.


  “Get out, Taryn!” Cade barked.


  “What’s happening?” Gabriella shrieked inside his head.


  Taryn snatched her around the waist, hoisted her up the stairs—


  The force that hit him square in the back launched him several feet through the air. He roared as Gabriella slipped from his arm and crashed into a wall. Cade was barreling up the stairs as Taryn landed on his back. He scrambled to his feet and lunged toward Gabriella.


  Wisps of purple and gray shot up the stairs, wrapped around Gabriella’s ankles, and yanked. She screamed, her eyes dazed from the impact with the wall, but maintained enough awareness to claw at the floor and resist the magical ropes.


  Amelia ducked under Cade’s reaching arm.


  Taryn grabbed hold of Gabriella’s wrists.


  The magic holding her hostage grew stronger until a Baroqueth stepped onto the stairs and smiled victoriously.


  “Well, well. Here be dragons,” he mocked, and gave a sharp tug on the magical bindings around Gabriella’s ankles.


  “Taryn!”


  “I won’t let them take you.”


  “God, please. Help me!”


  Her terror lanced a new level of fierceness in him. He glanced at Amelia, who nodded once, their silent plan and understanding clear. He gave Cade a quick look, one his leader caught in his half-transformed dragon-human state.


  “How many trophies shall we find? One? Two? Three? Or more?” the Baroqueth continued in a sing-song fashion.


  “Rhymes are definitely appropriate for you,” Taryn growled.


  “Hmm, let’s see what you’re crying when I rip her from your hands. Because”—another sharp tug threatened his grip as Gabriella’s legs crested the stairs—“you can’t overpower me here, dragon.”


  Amelia straddled the smoky ropes of magic. When she held up her arms, a sizzling, smoky ball of blue revolved in each palm. “He may not, but I certainly can.”


  Amelia cut her arms down, unleashing two blades of blue that severed the bindings holding Gabriella. Taryn kept his footing as Gabriella flew into his arms.


  A second Baroqueth joined his buddy, his eyes widening at Amelia’s display of magic. Cade presented a projection of his true form to their enemies.


  Then he unleashed fire from his mouth that split around Amelia and rolled down the stairs, engulfing the two slayers, who began to scream in high-pitched agony.


  Taryn waited long enough to see Cade grab Amelia before he sprinted toward the back of the house, releasing his riled dragon as he ran. His house crumbled around his bulk, the walls cracking and turning to powder.


  “Taryn? Taryn, what?” Her mental voice sounded dazed enough to make him fear how hard her head had struck the wall.


  “Just breathe, Gabriella. Don’t forget to breathe.”


  “What is going—”


  His wings stretched, cutting through the second story of his home. The roof began to cave in as he pulled Gabriella into his chest with one taloned hand and launched them both into the sky.


  Gabriella screamed as he lifted them higher and higher, trying to get away from the dozens of onlookers watching the impossible before their eyes. In broad daylight. He chanced a glance behind him, glad to see Cade with Amelia held close to his chest. He hoped the destruction in the courtyard bode well for Syn and Gabe’s successful escape with Briella.


  On the street, the cops were as slack-jawed as the rest of the onlookers in the growing crowd.


  Only one person caught his attention.


  A woman. One he recognized.


  The woman stood, arms folded, staring up at them with eyes so dark they seemed to consume the daylight. She didn’t move from her position just inside his gate or seem the least bit fazed by the crumbling house not far from her.


  He grunted to get Cade’s attention over Gabriella’s screams and motioned for him to look back.


  Cade angled his head.


  Taryn swore his leader’s body tensed in pure shock. His wings faltered mid-flap, sending him off kilter until he regained his equilibrium.


  What on earth?


  Gabriella’s panic forced him to forget about Cade’s puzzling reaction.


  “Angel, you’re safe. Just remember to breathe. Breathe, love. This is who you are. This is in your blood.”


  “I-I’m hanging! By your claws!”


  “And I won’t drop you. I promise. Even Amelia is paragliding dragon-style behind us.”


  Gabriella snorted, though the sound was a mixture of whimper and something utterly high pitched. “And you joke about it!”


  “Got you to stop screaming and breathe. Take a moment. Look around you. Feel the freedom. Enjoy the view.”


  He tried to keep his tone light despite the concern that throbbed in the back of his head. Over twenty years he’d spent in New Orleans, destroyed in one minute. Somehow, he knew in his soul that the woman at his gate, the woman who’d tried to kill Briella a month ago, had tripped his wards. And he suspected she used Janice as her way in.


  Was Janice now teaming up with the Baroqueth? Not that she would make a great ally.


  “You doing okay, angel?”


  Gabriella didn’t answer. He craned his neck and blinked down at the limp figure in his claws. She was so small compared to his dragon form, and looked so delicate against his red scales and black talons.


  Delicate and passed out.


  Well, hell.


  This was going to be a first flight for the record books.


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Two


  



  “Ma’am, you need to come away from the building.”


  Malla ignored the first responders trying to usher her through the gate to the street beyond. Ignored them until one put a hand on her. She zapped him, the thrust of magic sending him flying into a truck parked in the driveway.


  She couldn’t shake the frustration. Couldn’t shed the trepidation.


  She didn’t move until the dragons were out of sight, leaving a murmuring crowd gathered in the streets, police officers, firefighters, city officials, and other no-namers converging on the destroyed house. Flames licked up from the roof and through the cracks in the outer walls left by the dragons.


  She waited far longer than she should have for the four men she rallied to attack to emerge from the rubble. Some thread inside her hoped they would appear, that the quiet essence of life was only muffled by the magic around the house.


  Another set of hands grabbed her biceps. Through the rush of thoughts, fear, and anger, she heard someone talking about arrest.


  “No.”


  She snapped her fingers, freezing the scene around her. The dragon magic consuming the house continued to burn, but all other activity ceased. She steeled herself for the outcome she dreaded as she moved toward the house, kicking aside chunks of stone and wood. Her men had blasted through the front door, leaving a gaping hole. She waited outside as they attacked. She caught bits and pieces of what had happened. Syn had escaped with Briella and another dragon through the back first.


  Taryn escaped with his lifemate second.


  Malla tried to clear her head of the images that plagued her as she came upon the evidence of her latest failure. The charred bodies of two men, one still burning, slouched in the corner of the stairwell landing.


  She scrunched her nose at the pungent smell of burning skin and waved her hand to snuff out the flames. No reason for them to continue burning.


  The house creaked, dust and splintered planks of wood falling around her as she negotiated her way through the ruins. It didn’t take her long to discover the equally burned bodies of the second pair of soldiers in the kitchen. With a hiss, she threw her arm wide, sending a wave of power to erase all evidence of their demise. No bodies, no evidence, no extra damage control.


  Except she wasn’t sure she’d be able to control the present damage alone.


  While her time freeze continued to hold, she prowled the house for any clue that might help her in her quest. Hopefully the fleeing dragons had left something important behind.


  But as she searched, she quickly realized that, haste or not, the dragons were ever careful.


  She’d been taught they held no power in this world, yet their fire burned with magic.


  She was taught they kept their dragonstones close at all times, yet she had been unsuccessful in finding one.


  She was taught that they were enemies and harvesting their power was the only hope the Baroqueth had.


  Malla stepped out into the courtyard and wove through the debris that littered the large space. She stopped beside a long pool and dragged her fingertips through the surface of the cold water. The temperature did nothing to lessen the heat that seared her skin and through her veins. A heat that stirred a dangerous hunger to life.


  She lifted her head to the sky. The dragons were long gone. Back to The Hollow, if she was to guess. It would be the safest place for them at this point.


  Of all the things she was taught about the dragons, her father failed to cover one topic. It was a forbidden idea, one that held treason and betrayal. It was impossible.


  Malla pressed a hand over her chest and felt the heart hammering against her sternum.


  Impossible.


  Forbidden.


  Instant death for her.


  And yet, she’d been taught to recognize the signs. Taught about the connection. Taught about the bond.


  Taught everything that slammed into her with more force than all the magic she could muster in one hit when the biggest dragon twisted his long neck and looked back at her.


  Their eyes had met. She felt the connection instantly. With it, her entire body flushed and burned and hungered.


  Her father could never know. It would mean her death.


  Resentment hardened her as the natural physical reactions fought for dominance.


  “You’ve caused me to fail again. And I do not fail,” Malla told the sky. “I will not fail. I cannot fail.” She lowered her hand from her chest. “Because if I fail, I fail myself. That cannot happen.”


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Three


  



  Gabby groaned, her back and neck stiff when she floated to the surface of her dreamless sleep. Sleep, she was certain, that wasn’t natural. Time slipped by. She lay where she was, eyes closed, trying to shake off enough fatigue to recall the moments before she remembered nothing.


  The memories returned, mercilessly pelting her mind. The fire. The crumbling house. The men with the magical ropes tied to her ankles.


  Flying.


  In claws.


  She had been in Taryn’s claws. In a dragon’s claws.


  Gabby shot upright with a gasp. Darkness surrounded her, except for occasional slivers of golden light.


  “Taryn? Where are you?”


  “With you, angel.”


  Gabby looked around, but saw nothing more than shadows.


  “Where? Where are we? Are we safe?”


  “Yes.”


  The world around her shifted. She scrambled in attempt to find a corner to hide in when golden light poured down over her.


  She threw her hands up to protect her eyes and waited for them to adjust to the light before she turned around.


  Her eyes widened and her lips parted.


  The enormous fiery orb with the black vertical slit watched her closely from a head covered in burnished red scales. Small scales around the eye and along the snout grew larger and thicker as they traveled along the snake-like neck resting on the ground. A crest as gorgeous as it was dangerous with black tips that were probably sharp like talons stretched up from his head.


  Gabby swallowed a lump in her throat as she slowly turned to take the entire dragon in. Huge. Beautiful.


  Real.


  A little scary.


  Spines lined his back, flanked by wings that were only now settling into a resting position tucked against his body. She guessed he’d spread one over her sleeping body like a canopy. Four legs and a tail remained curled around her in a protective circle.


  “I think you would have destroyed Amelia’s house,” she said, awe lacing her voice. The dragon huffed, smoke flowing from his large nostrils.


  “Now look who’s joking.” Dragon Taryn pressed up on his feet and stretched, spreading his wings. One extended so far it brushed the rocky wall of…


  Gabby tilted her head up and followed the steep incline of a mountain peak.


  “Where are we?”


  His body blocked the view on the other side, but the grass beneath her was thick and soft and as green as emeralds.


  “Home, angel.”


  Gabby stared in fascination as the dragon shrank, melting from mythical creature to clothed human man. Taryn tipped his head one way, then the other, cracking bones as a smile spread across his mouth.


  “Holy shit,” Gabby muttered. “You really are a dragon.”


  Taryn laughed. “Why would I lie about something like that?” He stepped up to her and picked a leaf from her hair. “I’m not sure if Amelia cast a sleeping spell on you or if you had a panic attack. Things took a bit of a chaotic turn. How are you feeling?”


  “I’m not sure yet. I woke up on the ground.” Gabby managed a grin as she rubbed her side. Emerald grass or not, ground was ground and certainly not comfortable to sleep on. “Looks like the sun is starting to set. How long have I been out?”


  Taryn pressed his bottom lip out and shrugged. “A few hours, which is what makes me believe Amelia cast a sleeping spell.” He tilted his head up toward the sky. Gabby couldn’t resist trailing her gaze down his throat and chest to the belted waist of his dark jeans. Damn, the man was so beautiful. She had definitely liked waking up next to him. “Which, under the circumstances, might have been the best choice.” He lowered his smoldering gaze back to her. “Until I have a harness made so you can learn how to ride properly, that is.”


  “Ride. As in climb on top of you and giddy-up?”


  Taryn’s smile darkened. “Now, angel. I’m not a horse. And I don’t think giddy-up would be the term you use when you ride me.” He leaned closer as her face heated. Yeah, she screwed that up. In a low, husky voice, he added, “I’d much rather you be screaming in pleasure than upping my giddy.”


  Gabby snorted and slapped his shoulder. Taryn laughed, holding out a hand.


  “You didn’t just say that,” Gabby groaned, laying her hand in his.


  “I think I did, and you obviously found it humorous because your eyes are sparkling. So”—he drew her closer—“I think another one of my jobs is complete. Come here. Let me show you something.”


  Gabby followed Taryn across what she now realized was an enclosed yard to where the rock wall lowered to about her height. He guided her to stand on jutting rocks close to the ground until she could see beyond the wall.


  The gasp that escaped her was powerful enough to make her sway. She grabbed the jagged wall, leaned forward, and peered down.


  “We’re not at the bottom of the mountain?” she said weakly. A fall from this height would kill her from the fear alone before she hit the ground. As she peeled her gaze from the shocking height and looked out, that stab of fear shifted to sheer wonder. “Oh my God.”


  Taryn braced his elbows on the uneven ledge and folded his hands as he smiled out at the view. “Pretty spectacular, isn’t it?”


  She tried to respond, but words were lost. Nothing she could say could describe the majestic world before her. Mountains peaked all around them, but the land of the valley below was filled with vibrant color and magical birdsong. She tipped her head to listen to the distant swoosh of what sounded like a waterfall and caught a glimpse of the fiery sun’s reflection on a shifting stream obscured by trees filled with silvery-orange leaves. The hills that stretched from the base of the mountain were thick with high grasses and multi-colored flowers.


  At the edge of the forest, she caught the subtle movement of a silver-white creature.


  She pointed. “What’s that?”


  “Best way to describe it is a stag. We use the term cervus, old Latin.” Taryn narrowed his eyes, his focus intensifying on the creature. Gabby watched in awe as it stepped from the tree line, lifted its head in their direction, and stamped one hoof on the ground. Its snow-white antlers were long and thin. A frosty blue haze curled around them. “They graze throughout the forest. Their antlers hold magic to aid when other animals are suffering. A healing antidote, if you will. They’re rare, but resilient. That’s one of the older stags.”


  “How can you tell? It doesn’t look old.”


  Taryn flicked a finger out and dipped his head. “His antlers. The younger the stag, the brighter the magic. The hues of blue change over time, but the power they hold with age increases. He’s close to a hundred and fifty years old. And he’s been hanging around these parts since he was young.”


  Gabby couldn’t take her eyes off the creature as it stepped closer to the mountain. The high grass and flowers were a brilliant contrast to its snow-white pelt. Its long tail, with a puff of hair at the end like a lion’s, swished back and forth.


  “You communicate with it,” she said.


  “I, and all the dragons, communicate with everything in this land, love. This is not Earth. This is The Hollow, and everything here is interwoven with magic.”


  Gabby gauged Taryn’s expression. She had no reason to doubt him. Everything he’d told her thus far had been true. There was honesty in his eyes and promise in his words. Everything she desperately needed to heal her broken soul, he provided, selflessly and without hesitation.


  And her heart beat for him. It beat with purpose and desire and life.


  All for him.


  He tilted his head and met her gaze. “I’ll show you more tomorrow. Even a world of magic has dangers in the darkness.”


  Warmth and a sense of rightness filled her when he brushed his knuckles along her cheek. She pressed into his touch and closed her eyes, absorbing his strength and energy in that tender caress. So many facets to him and each one intriguing.


  “Come on. Let me get you something to eat and show you around the house.”


  A house, apparently, wasn’t a one- or two-story abode in The Hollow. Taryn led her to where the wall began to reach up the mountainside. He scraped his talons in a strange pattern over a scratched piece of stone. When he pressed his palm flat on the rock, it shuddered. Pebbles plinked down to the grass as faint lines became visible in the wall.


  Gabby stepped back. Taryn held her still with a gentle squeeze of her hand. “The mountain isn’t crumbling, I promise.”


  “Doesn’t seem that way.”


  The grooves in the rock deepened. At last, Taryn moved his palm from the stone to the door-like cut-out. Gabby’s eyes went wide as something strange and vibrant thrummed through her body as the cut-out moved inward and to the side.


  “This is what we dragons don’t have in the human world.” Taryn leaned into the opening and gave a sharp exhale.


  Fire lit several lanterns along a curving tunnel. Despite her wariness, Gabby couldn’t keep her curiosity suppressed as she followed Taryn into the mountain.


  “Our magic is stripped from us the moment we leave our world for yours. Here, very few things can match our strength and power. Each of our homes is secured through magic, a magic that identifies with only one individual unless permission is given to others.”


  “So only you have access to your home.”


  Taryn cast a glance over his shoulder. His eyes glowed like embers in the dim tunnel. “And you.”


  She wrinkled her brow. “Okay, I have a feeling there’s more of an explanation coming my way.”


  “You know me well already.” He led her further into the tunnel before the rumbling sound of the doorway sealing shut made her jerk around. “Broomsticks, wings, or hover boards are the only ways of getting up here, but I don’t like to leave my door open. My brothers enjoy pranks.”


  “Amelia doesn’t ride a broomstick.”


  Taryn laughed and shook his head. “No. She only has an eye-pecking crow for a pet.”


  “Is Talib here, too?”


  “Talib has a place he goes when Amelia leaves town or there’s danger. Trust me, that bird is a conniving little smartass that would just as soon lose his beak before he loses a feather he doesn’t pull himself. In other words, he’s safe and sound back on the outskirts of the Big Easy.”


  Gabby took a moment to drink in the tunnel. It really wasn’t a tunnel, considering the glow from the intricate black lanterns reflected off walls and a floor that gleamed like high-polished stone.


  “Marble.” Taryn knocked on the wall. “All marble. Makes it feel more like a home than a mountain.”


  “I know I didn’t say anything in my head.”


  “No, but your curiosity is potent. Wait until you see the main living quarters. I think you’ll like it. And if not, you can change it to your liking.”


  She remained silent as they moved through a maze of tunnels and stairs lit only by more of the same intricate lanterns and his ember-glowing eyes. If it were any other person, she would have been caught in the grip of a severe panic attack by now. Yet with Taryn, it was a sense of excitement and adventure, anticipation of what lay ahead that held her in its grip.


  “You had an explanation on the tip of your tongue,” she reminded as they climbed another set of stone stairs framed by marble walls. She was thankful for the socks she had pulled on before all hell broke loose. The chill of the marble crept through the material. She could only hope the main living area wasn’t as cold.


  “The entrances to our homes are protected with spells and wards. The magic knows the dragons, and whoever might be an extension of the dragon. Your father was an extension of me, being my Keeper and having bled into my dragonstone. That doesn’t mean there aren’t other ways in. Most of the mountains have a landing shelf for us to use in dragon form. Some of the mountains have underground entryways. We trust each other with those secret entrances. That way we have access to each others’ homes for emergencies.”


  “Or pranks.”


  He chuckled. “Mostly pranks.” He grew serious. “We hide our hoards here. And if you know anything about dragons, I’m sure you understand how protective we are of what is ours.”


  Those ember-red eyes found her through a patch of darkness between flickering lanterns and imbedded the true meaning of his words deep inside her soul. He didn’t speak it, but in that single look, she realized he considered she belonged to him.


  She should have sensed impending panic. The sharp twist in her gut and chest as anxiety crept in. She should have wanted to pull her hand away and run, or seek solace in her pills.


  Instead, alien emotions claimed her.


  Peace.


  Contentment.


  “You called me ‘love’.” She hadn’t missed his switch-up of endearments, but refused to believe them to be anything more than words. After all, who could love a woman like her?


  Taryn didn’t say anything as they reached the top of the stairs and another door. She heard the click of his talons against metal and the door swung away to reveal a humongous room drenched in rays of golden light from both sunlight that drizzled through holes in the walls and a blazing fire. Everything in the room was in pale shades, from beiges to whites and accents of silver and glass. It had a very modern flare despite the natural jagged walls and archways from the internal mountain structure.


  The sheer size and warmth of the space stunned Gabby. The floors were smooth stone covered by large area rugs. What looked to be antique statues and furniture had been placed among all the modern items, giving it a cozy feel. A balance of old and new.


  “This is nothing.” Taryn lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “Love.”


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Four


  



  Deliberate.


  Taryn’s single word was deliberate. And confirmation of her curiosity. Her hope.


  He didn’t acknowledge her earlier observation, but the power in his gaze as he kissed her knuckles and clearly stated that single word again was more than any indulgence he could have made.


  She walked on dream clouds as he showed her room after room, her head floating due more to his declaration than the extravagance of his home. And extravagant it was. His riches were subtle accents, but powerful ones, that he explained as he gave her a tour. An original sculpture here. An original painting there. Original furniture preserved for centuries throughout. Gold and jewels.


  The kitchen was a combination of modern and something she imagined might have existed pre-electricity. The cabinets and countertops were all sleek and dark. There was a gas stove, but on the other side was an old-style fire pit oven she recognized from movies and history books. A black cauldron hung on a hook over fresh wood.


  The bathroom was no less impressive, with marble accents and a huge soaking tub.


  “Fit for my princess,” Taryn said with a smile. “You can soak all day long if you choose.”


  Gabby rested her head against his arm and held his hand with both of hers. “Everything so far is magnificent. I can’t believe it looks like this on the inside when it’s a mountain on the outside.”


  He reached up with his free hand and molded his palm to her cheek. With gentle pressure, he urged her to look up into his warm gaze. “You never know what treasures lie behind the walls we prefer to see.”


  And for the second time today, and the second time in her life, she followed the drive powering her to her toes, and kissed the man who continued to steal her breath, show her what it meant to truly live, and tend to her fragile mind with determination and a tender hand.


  He groaned against her mouth, following the slow, sensual pace she set. She refused to release his hand from hers even as he slipped his arm to her lower back to draw her closer.


  Closer.


  Flush to his body. She felt everything. The muscles in his chest tensed and those in his arms flexed as they tightened around her back. His arousal, thick and hard, dug into her hip.


  A piece of her, that broken creature she’d known all her life, desperately wanted to push away. To put space between herself and the pain she knew that anatomical part of a man could cause her.


  Oh, God, the pain she’d endured.


  Yet another piece of her, a larger and stronger piece of a soul she was only now discovering, enjoyed the feel of him. Enjoyed a secret notion that she drew his arousal from a sacred place in his heart rather than the corrupt darkness of a twisted mind.


  Gabby lowered her head, ending the kiss with a sigh.


  “What, my lovely Gabriella?” Taryn asked softly, smoothing a hand over her hair.


  After collecting her thoughts, she took a half-step back. She refused to relinquish his hand.


  “I went to therapy for a short time. Recently. It’s how I was able to get the prescriptions for the medications. My mother supplied me with some beforehand. I took the pills until I realized I didn’t know if she was feeding me something to help my attacks or something that would make me forget being assaulted.”


  Her face grew warm at her first admission out loud about the horrors of her past. In therapy, they choked her up. Seldom could she face what had happened to her without shame cinching a noose around her neck. Yet here she stood, in front of a man she had only met a short time ago, feeling at ease enough to speak without stumbling.


  “I did it behind my mother’s back. I worked a short stint at a bar and was able to save enough money to see a doctor about my anxiety. She wasn’t a great doctor, but she gave me the prescriptions. She told me that I may never live without the panic attacks. She said I have PTSD and that the pills would be the best thing to help me.”


  Gabby shrugged, her mouth pinched. Taryn’s hand in hers and resting on her shoulder gave her the strength to face her past.


  “She never questioned me when I asked for something more or something stronger. She wrote the scripts and gave them to me, knowing I was paying for her time in cash. It was so easy and yet she gave me no hope of ever being normal.”


  Taryn lifted her chin. “Head up, love.” He dipped his head to catch her eyes. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re already not normal by human standards, so you have nothing to worry about. Your lifemate is a dragon, you’re a Keeper, we’re in a magical world, and you’re in a mountain home.” His smile shattered the weight of her confession. It had a way of dashing all negativity from her mind. “As for fears and PTSD, we’re working on that.”


  “I think what I wanted to say was that all this time I’ve suffered from fears and panic and anxiety. Then you come along and it’s like a distant memory. I learned to despise touch, knowing that touch leads to horrible things. I learned to accept solitude, knowing I was always safest when I was alone.” She took a deep breath. “And with you, I don’t want to be alone because I feel safest when you’re near. I want to feel your touch because it makes me feel right and alive and human.”


  Taryn’s smile faded. The russet of his eyes deepened, intensifying as he traced her brow with his fingertips. When he spoke, his voice was soft and sincere, anchoring deep within her heart. “You never have to be alone again. I’ll be wherever you need me to be, whenever you need me to be there. I will hold your hand, caress your face, hug you close. I will guide you forward or follow in your stead, and I will never let you go. The life that burns bright inside you burns with Corvin’s strength. You are his daughter to the very core. A fighter. A survivor. A light that rises from any darkness that tries to shadow you.”


  Gabby reached up and slipped her palm against his neck. “I would like you to show me more about my father in the future. Can I see your memories of him like you saw my memories?”


  Taryn nodded. “I think I can make that happen. Just tell me when.”


  * * *


  So many rooms created the mountain home, but Taryn kept the rest of the tour short and to the point, showing Gabriella the most important rooms. Another day, he’d show her the rest, but she lost her interest in his home in anticipation of learning more about Corvin.


  Another leap in the right direction, at least that’s what Taryn believed. The more she wanted to learn about who she truly was, the better. He hoped it would help in her healing process.


  His kitchen was meagerly stocked with fresh vegetables and some wild game, plucked and seasoned. He made quick work of roasting the birds and throwing together a salad while Gabriella showered and changed into fresh clothes one of his brothers undoubtedly procured for her while she slept under his watchful eye. He’d have to find out who was responsible for the few outfits and thank them. He’d make a trip back to the human realm in a day or so and buy out all the stores for her, once he was certain she felt comfortable in this land with the other women.


  “We’re not paragliding dragon-style again, are we?” Gabriella asked as she finished the last of her dinner and washed it down with water.


  Taryn couldn’t help but snicker. “Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it.”


  One of her delicate brows arched. A lock of hair, still damp from her shower, fell from behind her ear to dangle over her eye. She was a stunning sight, her angelic face rosy and glowing, like her eyes.


  “It was awkward, the little I recall.”


  He wiped his mouth with his napkin and sat back in his chair. “Would you like to learn how to ride? On my back, that is.”


  “We call those piggy-back rides.” A grin touched her mouth. Oh, how that sparked a playful fire in his head. “I gather that’s what you mean?”


  “Well, now. Harnesses for a piggy-back ride?” He cocked his head as her eyes widened. “We’re treading on some interesting territory.”


  She gasped and pitched her napkin at him. “You’re terrible.”


  He joined her laughter and shook his head. “I thoroughly love making you laugh. Your smile is breathtaking.”


  He did. He loved her smile, the glitter in her eyes, the joy he could bring to her days. He loved her timidity and her strength. He loved watching her overcome the hurdles in front of her and grow with each accomplishment.


  “I should say the same about yours. It comes so easily to you.” Her cheeks darkened. “Makes you approachable.”


  He feigned seriousness. “And this doesn’t?” He straightened his shoulders and his spine, lifting his chin and tightening his mouth. “How about now?”


  “Now you look like you belong in a painting on the wall of a castle. All stuffy and stiff.”


  “Hey, don’t go making fun of my stiffness.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Which stiffness are you referring to?”


  “Well, hell.” Taryn leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “Are you implying something, my sweet Gabriella?”


  Because his cock gave a painful throb at her innuendo.


  “Perhaps it’s nothing.” She motioned to the empty plates as she stood up. “I’ll bring these into the kitchen and clean up.”


  Taryn gently caught her wrist when she reached for his plate. The heat that fled up his arm at their contact added to his hunger for her. When her gaze shot to his, he watched her pupils swell. “I’ll clean these up.”


  “You’ve done so much for me. It’s the least I can do.”


  He understood and didn’t want to strip her of feeling useful. Although, truth be told, he wouldn’t mind stripping her in other ways. Goddess help him, he was losing his head over his lifemate.


  He released her wrist and nodded once. “Okay.”


  Distance might be best, especially if the thickness of his voice implied anything. He listened to her retreat at his back into the kitchen. Once he heard the clink of plates and the run of water from the faucet, he squeezed his eyes shut and let out a sharp breath as he rubbed his thighs hard with his hands.


  There had to be a better way of handling this insane need. Something that didn’t involve a constant hard-on, an infuriating set of blue-balls, and a mindset that followed a track down one path. Amelia had to know a spell or a potion. And if not, he might find himself shacked up with one of his single brothers until he had better control over himself.


  Now he understood the quiet torture Syn endured in those beginning days with Briella. Torture, the kind that made him want to bang his head against a wall until he blacked out because no amount of self-treatment or cold showers helped.


  “It’s interesting that you have plumbing here,” Gabriella called from the kitchen. “I wouldn’t think it possible without underground pumps and pipes.”


  Taryn opened his eyes and stared through the thermal gaze of his dragon. Plumbing. His precious woman offered up the topic of plumbing. He quirked a grin. Goddess help him.


  “It’s a different kind of plumbing. One that works with this world.”


  He blinked until his vision returned to normal, despite the faint pulse of thermal heat along the periphery. He pushed to his feet, adjusting his jeans to accommodate the severe discomfort at his groin, and crossed the room to the narrow balcony off the living space. The cooler air of the impending night filled him with renewed strength. Goddess, how he missed his home. Everything, from the untouched beauty to the underlying thrum of magic. And now, with Gabriella here, it was perfect.


  Gabriella stepped onto the balcony beside him, wringing her fingers by her stomach. Her eyes glittered with concern.


  Taryn kept his elbows glued to the jagged wall of the balcony, hands tightly folded. He rested his chin on his shoulder, gauged her expression, then asked, “What’s the matter, precious?”


  “What are the others like?”


  His brow lifted. “The others? The dragons, you mean?”


  “The lifemates. What are they like? You know.” She made a flittering motion with her hand before she tangled her fingers again. “So I can prepare myself.”


  “You don’t have to prepare. They’ve all got their histories, love. You’re not the only one.”


  Her eyes lowered and she turned her head away. Taryn kicked himself mentally before he reached for her arm and pulled her close, back to his front. He encased her between his body and the wall, and nuzzled his nose against her temple.


  “I didn’t mean it like that, but it’s true. They all have histories. Kaylae’s father was killed and sent her on a twisted treasure hunt until she landed in a paranormal town in Georgia. She knew nothing about who she was, or who we were. Similar to you. She thought she was crazy because she heard voices in her head, not realizing until she and Zareh crossed paths that it was perfectly natural for a Keeper. Now they have a little one and are happy as can be.”


  He sighed, pressing his lips to her temple. He sensed her unease fade and welcomed her slight weight as she leaned back against him.


  “You and Ariah might have a lot to talk about. She was homeless for years after her father had a mental breakdown and spent everything on booze and gambling, all because his brother—Ariah’s uncle and Alazar’s Keeper—married the love of his life. Later, it came to light that Mark was most likely under the spell of his wife, who happened to be a half-breed Baroqueth. Ariah had a very hard life in some terrible conditions. Not as bad as what you’ve endured, but bad. She’d understand you.”


  “Does she live here, too?”


  “They all do. After the attack in New Orleans last month, it was a unanimous decision to return to our homeland, where we’re strongest.”


  “But you continued to stay in my world.”


  “I didn’t really have a reason to leave. Corvin was dead with no heirs that I knew of, so I thought I’d never have a lifemate. I helped Cade and the others locate members of The Hollow to return them here. Call me the earthly liaison.”


  He inhaled the scent of her hair and her skin, the fresh breath of water and the sweetness of flowers. His intoxicating, mind-spinning, body-heating woman. He curled his fingers into the ledge, talons stretched to anchor his hands on the rock so they didn’t wander to places he couldn’t go. Not right now.


  “But…” He pressed his lips tight to suppress a shiver when she tilted her head on a sigh, exposing the length of her neck. He was so utterly screwed. “Now I have a reason to return for good.”


  “Your house was left in shambles.” Taryn tried to resist the temptation of her creamy skin and that throbbing pulse along her neck. When she spoke, her voice laced with arousal, he gave in to the temptation. An airy taste. A simple brush of his lips down her neck, followed by a flick of his tongue over her pulse. She sank into him, her head lolling back against his shoulder. “Will you…ever try to…”


  He stole a glimpse of her through heavily hooded eyes, her cheeks so pink and her lips parted. Eyes closed and a desperate crease pinching her forehead.


  Logic demanded he stop. She was as sensationally overloaded as he, and that would spell danger. Danger of crossing forbidden lines she might not be able to handle crossing so soon.


  And yet…


  Taryn licked up to her ear before he nibbled her earlobe. Retracting his talons, he drew his hand from the ledge and slipped it across her belly.


  “I came out here to cool down, love,” he growled against her ear. “You’re making it fucking impossible.”


  He teased the waistband of her jeans. Gabriella gasped, wrapping an arm back around his neck. If she pressed herself any closer to him, if she turned around, there was no telling what he would do.


  “I can help,” she said on a strained breath. He was about to ask her what she meant when her other hand reached back to shape his cock through his jeans. The touch elicited a fierce growl from the depths of his chest. He was a damn bastard, indulging in her touch for a few precious moments before he stilled her hand.


  “No.” Slowly, he drew her hand away and draped her arm around his neck. Her hands locked together at his nape as he dragged his fingers down her arm, her chest, between her breasts, and paused at her jeans. He gave her a few breaths to process what he was going to do before he popped open the button and lowered the zipper. “Tell me to stop, love.”


  Oh, the sweet sound that escaped her lips as he slipped his hand beneath the flimsy panties and found her wet center.


  Her arms tightened around his neck. Her hips tilted, giving him full access.


  “Gabriella,” he groaned, stroking her clit.


  “No, no, no. Don’t stop.”


  Each word was taut with anticipation, just as her face twisted with a mixture of almost painful need and delight.


  He played her until she quivered and shook, moans escaping her as her lips parted. He sensed her impending orgasm and eased off her clit.


  “Taryn, no.” Loss, need, frustration all rolled into that whisper of anguish. He lifted his mouth to her jaw and nibbled as he teased the slick entrance of her body with his fingers.


  “No?” He began to withdraw his hand when she dropped her arm and held him still. “Angel—”


  Her chin dipped and she met his gaze. Her pupils were dilated to the point only a thin ring of bright blue remained. “I trust you not to hurt me.”


  He wasn’t sure who moved first, but that fraction of control he clung to crumbled the instant his mouth crushed against hers. His talons tore through the rock, retracting by the time he fisted her hair and sank his fingers into the heat of her body. The force of willpower it took not to grind himself against her ass was unbelievable. She trembled in his arms, beneath his touch. Her breaths turned ragged, short, strained gasps between kisses.


  Taryn rolled his thumb over her clit as he pressed inside her. A tiny whimper escaped her mouth as she ended their kiss and leaned her forehead against his. He played her nub as she came apart in the arms of orgasm, clenching around his fingers, hands fisting in his hair and nails digging into his arm. Her soft mewls enchanted him as much as watching the pleasure cut across her face.


  “That’s right, love. You’re safe in my arms,” he whispered as the tremors increased, causing her knees to buckle. He pulled his hand from her jeans and scooped her into his arms, bringing them back into his home. Gabriella trembled against him, her arms tight around his neck, fingers still holding his hair. He settled onto the sofa and cradled his precious woman until the tremors eased and her breathing returned to normal. With a kiss to her forehead, he said, “You come before me, in everything. Everything.”


  When she looked up at last, her eyes were crystal clear blue, the most vivid blue he had seen yet. There was little hint of the storm he’d become accustomed to seeing swirl in her gaze. It was like clarity had finally rooted itself inside her, and flourished.


  She said nothing as she stared at him, but in the silence, he heard the words she didn’t verbalize or think. There were no words, only pulses of feelings and sensations, gratitude and awe.


  Appreciation. Acceptance.


  At last, she said in a hushed voice, “You’ve defied every belief ingrained in my soul. You’ve torn down the lies I’ve lived and the lies that created my life. But I don’t want to come before you in everything, Taryn.” She drew her hand over his cheek, her fingertips shaky as she traced his brow. “There are things I want to come beside you in.”


  “Whatever you wish, angel. Just say it and I’ll make it happen.”


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Five


  



  Taryn huffed a breath, blowing the lock of hair from his face that had come loose from the leather tie as he finished hammering the nail into the wooden beam. The cacophony of saws and hammers put to bricks, wood, and other building supplies had become The Hollow’s music of choice over the last two weeks. The former denizens of The Hollow were returning with the help of the dragons. Right now, only one or two a week, but they were eager to rebuild their old villages and homes.


  The dragons were excited to help, and so were their women. Gabriella’s joy on the days she helped stock the few completed buildings with wares was unmistakable. His dear woman thrummed with self-worth, and it filled him with pride.


  “Toss me more nails, Tar,” Emery said from across the room. Taryn gathered a handful from the pail hanging on the side of his ladder and cast them in a singe arc at Emery. His dragon brother snorted as the nails landed in a neat pile on the table beside him. “Show off.”


  Taryn chuckled. It felt good to use his magic again, like finally taking full strides after decades of being hobbled. “Like you wouldn’t do the same.”


  “I’d make it far more spectacular.”


  “That, I wouldn’t doubt.” Taryn bit down on two nails, positioned a third along the wooden beam, and hammered away. “Things are coming along well.”


  “What?” Emery cupped the side of his head and leaned in Taryn’s direction. “I can’t understand you with metal in your mouth.”


  “Watch it, kid.”


  The door burst open, crashing into the wall. Taryn swung around and snarled. Tajan, the brother with the chip on his shoulder, met his gaze, his lip curled in a sneer.


  “Well, look what the lizard dragged in.” Emery snickered as he started toward Tajan.


  Tajan’s scowl intensified. He dropped the armful of wooden beams he’d maneuvered through the door onto the floor. “Watch your mouth, youngling.”


  Emery threw his hands up defensively, glancing between Taryn and Tajan. “Bro, seriously. What’s up with the age discrimination today?”


  Taryn wagged his brows. “Just having fun.”


  Tajan waved a hand. “Maybe for you. I meant it.”


  Emery crossed his arms over his chest. “Taj, you really need to get that stick out of your ass. You don’t sit well on it.”


  Taryn put down the hammer and hopped off the ladder when he caught Tajan’s midnight blue eyes turning deep red. The dragon had a serious temper with no patience to spare, even with his own family. His preference for solitude except for rare appearances, such as today’s, made most of them scratch their heads.


  Tajan was only a few years younger than him. Taryn knew of nothing that would explain his brother’s foul attitude, especially since there was a time when Tajan used to laugh with the rest of them.


  It had been decades since he’d last seen the man crack a grin.


  “Chill. Both of you. Don’t need sparks ruining all of our hard work.” Taryn motioned to the wooden structure around them. “We’re trying to rebuild, not have a premature bonfire.”


  Tajan snorted a plume of smoke. His eyes smoldered. “I’ll be back with more wood.”


  Taryn ignored Emery’s piqued glance as Tajan left. He hurried after their brother, catching Tajan’s arm before he transformed.


  Tajan’s scowl deepened, his pointed look at Taryn’s hand a silent, yet lethal warning. He might be a loner, but he was as deadly as the rest of them. Maybe more so.


  “Hey, listen. We’re headed over to Alazar’s swimming hole later this evening. You should come. It’s been a while since we’ve all been together,” Taryn suggested.


  “I don’t do gatherings.” He gave a single shake of his arm. Taryn lowered his hand. “Enjoy.”


  “Taj, what happened?”


  Tajan had started to turn away when he paused, his raven black hair cutting over his eyes. For a long moment, Taryn stared at his brother’s back, listening to the bangs and knocks and scrapes of industrious reconstruction from the village behind him.


  At last, Tajan rolled his shoulders and looked at Taryn. Despite his set jaw and hardened expression, the red left his eyes.


  “I respect you, Taryn. I respect you all. You’re my brothers.”


  Then he lunged forward, shifting from man to dragon between one blink and the next, pulling himself skyward with strong strokes of his enormous wings.


  Taryn shook his head. One day, he’d figure out what the hell happened to the old Tajan. The one who remembered how to laugh and talk and live like the rest of them. Wiping a hand across his forehead to brush away the dust sent airborne by Tajan’s departure, Taryn saw Syn eating up the distance between them.


  “Tar, hold up.”


  “Holding.” He hooked his thumbs on the waistband of his jeans. “Where did you land?”


  “I didn’t. I was down on the south side helping with some of the old homes.” Syn squinted in the direction of Tajan’s departing form. “Surprised to see him here.”


  “Delivering wood.”


  Syn closed the gap between them and shook his head. “Wish I understood what happened to him.”


  “You and me both, bro. He’s been quiet for way too long. Maybe the right woman will help.” Taryn shrugged and sighed, replacing the melancholy he felt over Tajan’s unhappiness with a smile. “I can’t hold on too long. Got work to do, you lazy bastard.”


  “Well, work’ll wait. You’re needed at home. And when you’re done there, don’t forget Al’s little gathering.”


  Taryn stiffened, concern shattering his calm. “What is it? Is Gabriella okay?”


  Syn chuckled. “Look at you, going all lifemate crazy. She’s fine. I’ll finish up here.” He clapped Taryn’s shoulder. “Go home before I change my mind.”


  “I hate it when you do that,” Taryn grumbled as Syn disappeared into the shop.


  He hated not knowing the details of what he was walking into. Sure, it’d been a little over two weeks since they’d come to The Hollow, and Gabriella’s progress had been one for the books, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have relapses or panic episodes. There were occasions when he had to wake her from a nightmare, or when she recoiled in fear if caught off guard. There were times she got so down on herself for little things, like burning bread in the oven or breaking something. Others when he caught her so lost in her own thoughts, receiving only vague responses to his questions, that he reached out to Amelia and Saralyn—Briella’s mother, homemaker, gardener, fixer of sickness—just to make sure she was okay.


  Taryn launched into the sky and headed toward his mountain peak.


  “Angel? Is everything okay?”


  Their telepathic connection glowed with golden energy, warm and brilliant. It eased him, but only slightly. He’d become accustomed to her ability to control her feelings through their mind-speak, and he wouldn’t put it past her to shield her thoughts in an effort to avoid worrying him.


  The other women had taught her much in her short time in The Hollow. Both Gabriella and Amelia had flourished. Gabriella, with her self-perception and confidence, Amelia with her magic.


  “Gabriella?”


  The only thing keeping his anxiety under control was the golden glow that told him she was safe. He sped up his flight, soaring between peaks and over the hills, valleys, and forests until he reached his landing platform.


  Gabriella had not responded.


  He landed and took off at a run, transforming as he bolted down the rugged stairs, through the maze of pitch-black corridors that were built to confound anyone who tried to enter his home uninvited, and finally reached the secure door.


  “Gabriella!” Taryn yelled, his voice pitched with worry as the door slid open. He didn’t bother closing it before rushing through the main corridor to the living room—


  His angel appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, her lips pursed and her brows pinched. Her eyes flickered. She held a platter in her hands.


  Taryn’s shoulders sank beneath the weight of relief. He closed the space between them, capturing her face in his hands, and pressed a kiss to her forehead.


  Goddess almighty, his woman would be the death of him.


  * * *


  Gabby prepared for this for days. She tried to ignore the slithering guilt at Taryn’s obvious worry, but it was hard after seeing his eyes bright with concern and hearing his voice strained with the beginnings of panic.


  “You’re okay,” he murmured, his lips still pressed to her forehead.


  “Sorry to make you worry like that. I was really trying to concentrate and get this done before you came home.” She stomped down the guilt and smiled, raising the platter between them. Taryn’s brows rose. “I know it’s a little late for lunch, but how about an early supper?”


  “You cooked? For me?” His gaze lifted from the platter of fresh-cut meats to her face as a grin tugged the corner of his mouth. “Looks wonderful.”


  “I’m not going to lie. Ariah and Alazar helped, but I did most of it. Ariah’s been teaching me some recipes while you guys have been working in the village. I wanted to surprise you with something more than dried-out steak or chicken jerky.”


  Oh, his husky laughter made her heart double beat. She loved the sound, so sexy and genuine. His eyes sparkled with humor and adoration.


  He gently took the platter from Gabby and turned toward the empty table. “I’ll help you set up.”


  “Actually, I’ve already set things up.” Her smile widened at his curious expression. She motioned to the hallway. “A picnic. In the yard. I want you to see what I’ve done with it and tell me if you like it or not.”


  “I love everything you’ve done with the place so far.” He jutted his chin toward the maze of corridors and stairs that led up to the yard. “Shall we, m’lady?”


  “Of course, my dragon.”


  It was moments like these, moments that Taryn filled her days with, that made her past feel like nothing more than a distant nightmare. He proved again and again that chivalry wasn’t dead. That gentlemen existed. That he wanted her for herself, and not for sex or pleasure only.


  For over two weeks, he refused to let her reciprocate the pleasure he gave her. She had finally reached a point where she was beginning to feel comfortable with herself, with who she was despite the minor setbacks. A lifetime of horrors didn’t just disappear, but he never let her handle them alone. He woke her from nightmares with whispers of support and reassurance while he held her and rocked her and kissed her head. When she felt the familiar tightening of her chest from some triggered memory and started to fall into the grips of panic, he soothed her from its wretched claws and brought her back to the present.


  He never spoke of her downfalls, only showed his determination to prove he was in this venture for nothing like the vicious sex her mother always warned her would be part of her future.


  “I must say I’m intrigued you’ve managed to slip this under my nose,” Taryn said, leading the way along the fire-lit paths. He squeezed his arm to his side with Gabby’s hand tucked in the crook of his elbow. “Sly devil, you.”


  She laughed. “Not nearly as sly as some of you all.” She lifted the skirt of her summer dress for him to see the floral pattern. “Who went shopping for me?”


  “Do you approve?”


  “Of course. This is beautiful.”


  “Well, love, it looks stunning on you. Makes me want to ravage you in the best possible way.”


  Thank God for the shadows that hid the hot flush on her face.


  “What are you ladies planning over the next few days?”


  “Briella’s mom was going to help me sew some curtains for the windows with the fabrics you provided. But between the wall decorations, the pillows for the sofas and the beds, and the trinkets for the bathrooms, I’m not sure what else I can do without going to the stores and browsing.”


  “Maybe we can make a trip, but it won’t be to New Orleans. It’ll be somewhere close to the portal.”


  “And it’ll be safe?”


  Taryn sighed. “Nothing’s safe, angel. Nothing in life is safe. Not home, not love, nothing. But you can’t live unless you take some risks. Never know what you’ll discover along the way.”


  “Ahh, my philosopher.”


  Taryn chuckled. “Every once in a while, he comes out to play.”


  When they reached the passageway to the yard, Gabby lingered behind a step. Taryn walked out first, paused, and glanced back. He raised a brow.


  “Saralyn, Briella, and Amelia have taught you the secrets of gardening, have they?”


  Gabby stepped into the sunlight, folded her hands at her waist and took in the breathtaking sight. “I’m thankful your landing shelf is on the opposite side of the mountain. I didn’t want to spoil the surprise. And yes. When I saw Saralyn’s gardens, I was blown away. The colors and the scents.” She sighed with a smile.


  Saralyn had been beyond excited to help her build a garden. Although it was far from complete, the speed with which the flowers grew and blossomed was impossible. Except they were in The Hollow, not on Earth. The back section of the yard was filled with a palette of colorful blooms, most fragrant, some not, that formed a sweet, serene getaway. “I thought this would be the ideal spot to have something like that.” She looked up at Taryn. “I hope it’s okay.”


  “Okay? Angel, it’s perfect!” He balanced the platter on one hand and weaved his fingers between hers. “And you even managed one of those fancy canopy things.”


  “I remember seeing them over the playgrounds back home and thought it would be a nice little addition. Zareh and Alazar helped with carving out places in the rock to attach the ropes.”


  She’d only met Zareh twice since her arrival. According to Ariah, he was dedicated to Kaylae’s adjustment to motherhood and the care of their new son.


  “Come on,” Gabby urged, taking the lead with a gentle tug on his hand. “Before the other dishes grow cold.”


  She brought him to a blanket spread out beneath the triangular canopy that rippled in the breeze, and took the platter from his hand. She placed it in the center of the other dishes—roasted vegetables, salad, some fancy take on au gratin potatoes, sliced fruits and white chocolate mousse—and motioned for him to sit.


  “Well, well. You weren’t kidding about Ariah teaching you some recipes.” Taryn lowered himself to the blanket and hooked an arm around his bent knee. “I don’t think there’s anything simple about these, though.”


  Gabby knelt down and pulled a bottle of fresh-brewed iced tea from a bucket of ice. “Amelia provided the beverage. I can always grab a beer or wine for you, if you prefer.”


  Taryn waved her offer away and winked. “I’d like for her to hex us both, not just you.”


  “You’d better be careful of what you say. One day she’s going to really hex you.” Gabby laughed as she poured two glasses of tea and handed one to Taryn, who thanked her. She raised her glass to his. “A toast, maybe? To you, for showing me what life can be if surrounded by the right people.”


  Taryn’s eyes smoldered. “I have one better. To you, Gabriella, for living. And for letting me love you.”


  Gabby stared at him as he sipped his tea, making sure she’d heard him correctly. His gaze never flinched, never deviated, never broke away from hers as he drank and lowered the glass to the blanket.


  “I’ve dropped subtle hints all along, love. And I don’t regret one moment of loving you.” He drew his fingertips down the side of her face in a touch that sparked joy through her body. “Not a single one.”


  His magic didn’t disperse when his fingers left her face. Nor did it subside as he filled two plates with different items, handing one to her. She found herself enthralled, watching his every move, his every expression. She’d done it several times before, but there was something different about today. About now. Something that pulled at her. Tugged until she put her plate on the blanket next to the glass of tea and crawled over to him.


  Taryn paused with a fork in a slice of meat, and observed her in silence. His pupils elongated into slits as the first signs of fire licked at the smoldering russet. He shifted enough to set his plate on the blanket beside him and stretch his leg out.


  Gabby straddled his lap, cupped his face between her hands, and pressed a kiss to his mouth. He met each sweep of her tongue with his own, letting her taste the fire, the heat he always reined in when they kissed. She sensed the tension in his body, his muscles, as his hands came to rest on her hips.


  She leaned back, nipping his lower lip. His nostrils flared. Sweet heaven, the way his attention made her melt and her nerves zing.


  With a slow rock of her hips against the hard mound in his jeans, she whispered, “Giddy-up.”


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Six


  



  Safe.


  Loved.


  Empowered.


  Gabby reached behind her neck and unhooked the halter straps, letting them slide down her shoulders. Taryn caught her hands when she went for the zipper at her back. Without a word, he eased the zipper down, the tips of his fingers teasing her spine. Goose bumps spread down her arms. Arousal pulsed through her lower belly and pooled in her clit.


  The dress loosened around her midsection, slipping low on her breasts. Nerves nearly caused her to pull the dress up. Taryn must have sensed it because his eyes narrowed.


  “Don’t do this if you’re not ready.” The tips of his talons trailed up her spine. She arched her back and moaned as a shiver of pleasure swirled to life.


  The dress fell to her waist.


  She felt the growl that left Taryn’s chest in every cell of her body. Confirmation that she was where she belonged. Confirmation that she was safe in his arms.


  As she met his gaze, she reached down and bunched his shirt. “I’m ready.” She worked his shirt up until she pulled it over his head and from his arms. “I have to judge the type of beast you truly are because I’m beginning to believe you are no beast at all.”


  She dropped the shirt on the blanket and raked her nails down his chest, watching as scales rose to meet her fingers. Hard. Muscled. Cuts and curves and pure perfection.


  The hiss that escaped through his teeth was fierce and erotic.


  She knew his body, learned it well over the last couple of weeks, familiarized herself with every ripple, every nuance. Each reaction and response and what it meant. His scales, she learned, were as sensitive to her touch as his skin, despite their strength. A direct connection to pleasure when he was in that frame of mind. He enjoyed the scrape of her nails over his skin and the tug of his hair.


  He preferred her to let go, never to hold back.


  She learned there was no reason to fear him in bed.


  “You know the type of beast I am, love.” Taryn caught the back of her neck and pulled her close. He pinched her nipple between a thumb and forefinger, rolling it until she whimpered. “A beast that will take care of you like no one else can.”


  He snagged her bottom lip between his teeth and nipped.


  Gabby grabbed his shoulders as her world rocked.


  “I’d just as soon shred this dress, but I like it on you.” He released her neck and her nipple and slid those skillful hands along her thighs, catching the skirt on his wrists. As his hands crested her hips, he worked the dress up. “However”—he pulled it over her head, a dark grin taunting his lips—“I do like it off of you, too.”


  Gabby had no time to respond before his mouth clamped over her nipple and his tongue played with the sensitive flesh. Her head dropped back and she arched into his mouth. His hand squeezed her ass when she rocked against him again, his fingers both firm and gentle, if that was possible.


  With Taryn, everything was possible.


  Taryn’s mouth and hands whisked her into a different dimension, a place where only he existed beyond her mind. He consumed her soul, his touches and caresses possessive and tender. Gabby slipped her hands down between them to unfasten his belt, the button on his jeans, and his zipper before he twisted, rolling her onto her back. He came up over her. The cool breeze touched her skin until he dipped his head and feathered kisses along her neck.


  “I love the way you kiss me,” Gabby breathed, tipping her head to the side as his tongue swirled along her pulse. She drew her knees up alongside his hips and her nails down his back. Hot breath rushed against her neck, followed by the scrape of teeth. She shivered. “The way you touch me.”


  Taryn placed his palms on either side of her head and leaned over her. She traced the narrow line of scales over his brows. His upper lip pulled back slightly. God, she loved how fierce and sexy he looked.


  “And you enjoy pushing boundaries when it comes to touching me.” His feral scowl melted into a hungry smile. One that could, and would, devour her. “But you’ve stripped me of my boundaries.”


  Gabby pushed off the blanket and tried to kiss him, but he lifted his chin, moving his lips out of reach. That smile darkened more, and his fire consumed his eyes. Balancing on one arm, he teased her skin with his talons as he scraped them down her side, stopping only when he hooked one on her panties.


  A sharp twist, and the fabric split.


  He performed the same ruthless action on the other side, not a spark of regret in his expression for ruining the lace and satin piece.


  Heat spread over her chest and up her neck until her cheeks warmed beneath his piqued gaze. She could practically feel the fire as he sat back on his heels and admired every inch of her naked self, displayed like one of the lunch platters. Only his appetite was no longer for food, but for what he saw, what he touched.


  His hands splayed over her, the rough, calloused palms expertly tracing her curves and infusing raw pleasure into each nerve ending until her entire being hummed. She became lost in sensation, in his touch, his gaze, the hunger that consumed his expression and her soul.


  She could never explain it, the feeling of melting into his spirit, twining together beyond fingers and lips and legs and arms. It went far beyond anything physical, hitting much deeper than the surface of herself, but enhanced his seduction.


  “Sweet Goddess, those sounds you make are sexy as hell,” Taryn said, his voice deep. His hands caught her breasts and tenderly squeezed. He leaned over and sucked one tip deep into the burning cavern of his mouth, his tongue and teeth driving her into a writhing mess. “Your body knows its mate.”


  “Yes!” she hissed through clenched teeth as he sucked hard, only to soothe the ache with gentle strokes of his tongue. She barely realized how tightly she clenched his shoulders until he arched into her fingers, forcing her nails into his skin. He growled, his mouth taking her other nipple with the same starved motions, sucking, licking, soothing until her body trembled. “Taryn.”


  Her beast rose once more, his mouth trailing wicked kisses along her chest, her neck, and up to her ear. He played with her earlobe, nibbling the flesh, leaving her gasping and grasping and damn near ready to burst with pleasure.


  Only Taryn heightened her body with his delicious torture.


  Only Taryn could make her crave more of this sexual foreplay.


  Only Taryn could twist all the pain and horrors of her past into something so wonderful and blissful.


  “Ahh, Gabriella.”


  She shivered at the erotic whisper of her name on that breath. She whimpered with desperate need when he rubbed his cock, still trapped in his jeans, against her throbbing clit.


  “I plan on shattering you.” He traced the shell of her ear with the tip of his tongue. “In the best possible way, love.”


  Gabby gasped for breath, her mind spinning beneath the delightful assault of his promise.


  She missed the split second when he lowered his shoulders between her legs. She barely got an elbow under her before his tongue slid through her seam and rubbed over her clit. The wave of heat that crashed through her was merciless. As merciless as his mouth as he teased her, called to every pleasure molecule in her makeup.


  Gabby clenched her teeth.


  Clenched her fists in the blanket.


  Clenched her knees on him as the burn erupted beneath Taryn’s mouth.


  He grabbed her legs and pushed them apart. “Open, Gabriella. Ride the waves.”


  “You’re going to kill me!”


  “Such a lovely death.”


  The intense burn exploded, ripping up her body. She cried out before she stifled the sound behind her fist. Her back bowed, her legs shook, and her mind broke.


  Fractured.


  Webbed.


  Shattered.


  Somehow, she grappled for strength, just enough to push up on her elbows. Her action brought Taryn’s head up, his eyes narrowed.


  “Beast.” She grabbed his shoulders, tremors still wracking her muscles, and twisted until he fell onto his back. She climbed over him, clasping his face between her hands. God, the primitive, unfettered desire in his face coiled in her belly and left her lightheaded. “I won’t go alone.”


  She kissed the smug smile right off his mouth. She kissed him hard, desperately, feeding off the carnal hunger flooding him in body and dragon. Scales rose to meet her palms and fingers.


  Curling her fingers, she dragged her nails down the scales, kissing through the bone-resonating rumble from his chest. Her forehead pinched and he swallowed down the meek sound that fled her lips when he grabbed her hips, talons pressing into her skin, and slid her lower until she sat on his cock.


  “There,” he whispered against her mouth.


  “No,” she murmured, bracing herself with her hands against his chest. She pushed down, away from his lips as he tried to resume their kiss and against the hold of his hands on her hips.


  Reluctantly, he released her as she eased lower and lower, those cruelly delightful tips of his talons drawing up her back. Gabby inhaled the scent of his skin, fire, smoke, spice, and an earthy aroma that made her jaw tighten. A combination of their arousals.


  “Gabriella.”


  Taryn’s voice was almost unrecognizable, a heady mixture of dragon and man in the throes of passion.


  She flicked her tongue out, tracing the defined line between the ripples of his abs until she reached his belly button.


  His fingers curled under her chin, his talons gone. He lifted her head until their eyes met. Behind the storm, she caught the poignant concern. Ever thinking of her. Ever selfless.


  She offered him a small grin, lifted her chin from his hand, and sat back.


  Taryn’s nostrils flared, smoke escaping from nose and mouth. His chest rose and fell with another deep breath and rumbling exhale as the slits of his pupils swallowed most of the fire in his eyes.


  “You, Gabriella, are the greatest gift ever bestowed upon me,” he said, his gaze keen as she moved to his feet and began to untie the laces of one boot. “My world. My universe. My everything.”


  The sincerity in his words drew her attention from her task long enough to say softly, “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you, Taryn. I was too far lost. You saved me.” She lowered her head, ignoring the sting in her eyes as she fumbled with the laces. “My personal knight in scaled armor.”


  “I’ll be anything and everything you need. Just say what it is.”


  Gabby tugged off his boot, his sock, and made much quicker work of the second. She grabbed his jeans above the knees and raised a brow. “I need you.”


  She gave a sharp tug, yanking the denim down until she freed his legs. She hadn’t looked below his waist until now. She faltered when she caught her first glimpse of his cock, and swallowed a sudden lump in her throat. Short-circuited flashes of the times her mother forced her to go down on different men threatened to choke her as she fought the images. The pain of men forcing themselves so deep in her throat she would vomit. The hair that was torn from her scalp as they pulled and tugged and fisted…


  She never saw Taryn move as the memories threatened to ruin their passion, stealing the garden, the picnic, the man from her vision. His arms cocooned her. His lips spread kisses along her cheek and temple. His fingers caressed her as he cradled her close.


  “Sweet angel of mine,” he cooed. “Don’t rush anything.”


  Gabby squeezed her eyes shut, banishing the memories. When she opened her eyes at last, she was surrounded by everything she craved. Everything she found happiness in and took comfort from.


  Tipping her head up, she caught Taryn’s eyes. Eyes that were back to russet, etched with more concern and love than she believed possible.


  “I’m not rushing anything.” She took a few calming breaths, filling her lungs with Taryn’s scent. “I know you won’t hurt me.”


  She shifted her weight, swinging a leg over his lap.


  “I could never.” One hand slipped to her lower back, one up to the nape of her neck. Always so tender. So careful. So aware of her needs. “But—”


  She cut him off with a slow, gentle kiss. Reassuring him, and herself. She wanted him so damn much it hurt. Her past had no place in her life now. None. She’d fight the memories as they came. She had her rock in Taryn.


  She wanted more.


  Gabby sank her fingers into his hair as she positioned herself on the tip of his cock. His breath ceased. Her heartbeat sped up.


  “I’m yours, Taryn. I’ve given myself to you.” She traced his bottom lip with her tongue. “Will you make me yours?”


  Her answer came on his sharp breath as he thrust into her. The ripple of pleasure that consumed her was not expected, not when his size and her own experience promised nothing but pain.


  But there was no pain.


  No regret.


  Nothing but pure completion as he claimed her.


  “Damn,” he said, their foreheads pressed together. “I’m sorry.”


  “Why?” She stroked his cheek, reveling in the feel of him inside her. The wonder and pulsing anticipation.


  He chuckled. “I didn’t hurt you.”


  “No.” She allowed his hand on her lower back to guide her into a slow, methodical rock. “Mmm. I never imagined it feeling good.”


  “I was hoping to shatter you.” He kissed an area below her ear that made her croon. “However, I think I might enjoy gently delivering you to bliss instead.” He pressed his fingers against her neck, easing her head to the side as he nibbled his way to her shoulder. “Ah, yes. Most certainly gentle.”


  To emphasize his words, he rolled and laid her down on the blanket without interrupting their steady rock together. She hooked her ankles at his back as he kept an easy pull-and-push rhythm. His lips caressed her, kissed her, consumed her with a depth of passion she had only imaged.


  Slowly, the pressure built. Slowly, her nerves began to sing. Slowly, the burning ache intensified until she couldn’t take it anymore.


  “Oh, Taryn,” she whimpered, clenching down around him.


  A snarl escaped Taryn. The battle between man and dragon flared in his eyes. His controlled thrusts grew stronger and harder. He dipped his head and crushed his mouth to hers, possessing her with each sweep of his tongue. She clung to him as that sweet symphony of pleasure speared through her with each piston of his hips. She rode with him until he launched the merciless explosion of bliss through her body, shredding her to bits and pieces of beaming light, screaming nerves, and the ultimate encompassing ecstasy.


  Floating through euphoria, soul caught in pleasure, she heard a muffled groan before heat filled her. Heat and bliss and perfection.


  The heavy weight of Taryn’s body shifted from above her to beside her. He gathered her into his arms. They clung to each other, bodies trembling, breaths shaky, hearts racing.


  This was life. This was happiness. This was contentment.


  Gabby calmed her breathing and tipped her head up. Taryn watched her through sharp eyes that glowed with wonder.


  “I never want to be without you, Taryn.”


  The corner of his mouth curled as he tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I will always be here for you.”


  A truth settled in the deepest crevices of her heart.


  A heart that belonged to Taryn.


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  



  “Come on in!” Ariah urged Gabriella from the center of the swimming hole. “If it’s too cold for you, the guys will warm it up a bit more.”


  Taryn dangled one leg into the warm water from where he sat on the edge of the swimming hole. He kept his arm draped lightly over Gabriella’s shoulder as she leaned back into his chest, her feet dancing over the water’s surface.


  “Maybe in a little while,” she called back.


  “Do you want to go in?” Taryn asked, stroking her arm with his fingertips.


  The swimming hole was filled with dragons, Keepers, and lifemates, splashing and enjoying the late afternoon weather. They only missed Cade and Tajan, and waited on Zareh and Kaylae. Alazar had prepared snacks and Briella, Ariah, and Amelia had set them up on makeshift tables beneath the weeping branches of a nearby tree.


  Syn swam over to them and hoisted himself onto the rocky prominence. He plopped on his ass and shook his head, sending beads of water everywhere. Gabriella shrieked and curled into Taryn.


  “Bastard,” Taryn snapped.


  “I’ve never known you to sit on the sidelines.” His brow arched and his gaze flicked to Gabriella. “Unless—”


  “Don’t you even go there,” he growled.


  Syn laughed. “I see how it is. You don’t like being on the receiving end of the taunts. Just remember what you put me through.”


  “Syn, stop it.” Briella tread her way over to them and rolled her eyes. “You two could drive a saint mad with your bickering.” She smiled at Gabriella. “If you don’t want to come in, don’t. Not everyone likes water.”


  “It’s not that I don’t like the water. I just…never mind,” Gabriella said, waving away her comment.


  “If it’s because you don’t have a suit, none of us do. We’re all going in underwear or clothed. At least you missed Gabe and Emery’s attempt to skinny-dip. I think Alazar would have roasted their scales and set them out with the rest of the snacks had they not gotten their clothes back on.”


  Briella’s cheeks flushed. Taryn caught Syn’s scowl. His friend wasn’t too pleased that his lifemate received an eye full of another man’s package. Or two.


  “Syn, concerned you might have something to worry about?” Taryn teased.


  “Brother, I know I have nothing to worry about.” He slid back into the water and tugged Briella into his arms. “Right, sweet?”


  Briella giggled. “You know you don’t have to ask me that.”


  Taryn snickered as the two swam off to join a game of dragon-style chicken. He kissed Gabriella’s temple.


  “What’s keeping you out of the water?” he asked against her ear. “I sense your desire to go in.”


  She sighed. “Don’t laugh.”


  “Why would I laugh?”


  She twisted to look back at him. “I never learned how to swim. Doggy paddle is the best I can do, and I don’t do that well.”


  Taryn blinked. “That’s the only thing keeping you out of the water?”


  “Only? I think that’s a pretty good reason.”


  Taryn laughed and stood up, pulling Gabriella to her feet. He stripped off his shirt and jeans, leaving only a pair of boxer briefs on. He kept a few pairs for instances like these, but otherwise didn’t care for the undergarments.


  He basked in the appreciative perusal he earned from his beloved and gave her chin a playful pinch.


  “You don’t have much on under that, do you?” he asked, motioning to her pink camisole and the black shorts. “Please tell me you have underwear on at least?”


  “And if I don’t?”


  Taryn snorted. “You’re bad.”


  Gabriella winked. “I’m learning from you.” She unbuttoned the shorts and gave him a peek of the simple striped panties beneath. “You’re safe.”


  “Darling angel, I’m never safe around you.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead then dove into the water.


  “It’s about damn time!” Emery said, sending an arc of water to drop on top of Taryn’s head as he shook his wet hair from his face. He deflected the arc with a spurt of magic and sent it splashing into the pool beside him. “Pansy!”


  “Watch it, bro! I’m going to kick your ass in chicken,” Taryn warned. Laughter erupted from the group as he turned to Gabriella and held out his hands. “Come on, love.”


  She licked her lips in that sexy way that never failed to ramp his blood to boiling. “Maybe I should wait. I don’t want anyone to—”


  “Angel, not a single person here will have anything to say. We’re family. We help our own. So if you want to swim, swim. I’ll teach you. Everyone here will teach you. You’ll be a pro by sunset.”


  “Ugh, you’re impossible.”


  The miniscule grin that played along her mouth gave away her ease.


  “One day you’ll love me for it.”


  As much as he wished she reciprocated the love he felt for her, he knew she was still working out her past. He would wait forever to hear those sweet words from her lips.


  She slipped out of the shorts and sat back down, cautiously lowering herself into the water. Taryn moved closer as she pushed away from the side and began a frantic paddling until he grabbed her about the waist.


  “Water’s nice, right?” he asked.


  “Yeah, uh, sure.”


  “You scared to put your head under?”


  Her eyes widened a fraction. “What do you mean?”


  “Take a deep breath when I say and hold on. Blow the air out your nose as we go under.”


  “You’re kidding—”


  “Breathe.” He sucked in a large breath, cutting her off and startling her into following his lead. Tightening his hold on her waist, he pulled her under the water.


  Her eyes went wide and her mouth moved soundlessly. She started to resist his lead until he waved his hand in front of her face, forcing her to focus on him. When she did, he pointed to the underwater patches of brilliantly colored flowers and stones that dotted the perimeter of the pool’s bottom. Small fish darted out of sight, taking refuge in the plants.


  “See the things we miss when we don’t take risks?”


  Gabriella twisted and turned, taking in the underwater oasis. An entirely new world of strange, magical, and beautiful creations. Taryn stared at her, the golden color of her hair capturing the dappled sunlight from above as it floated around her angelic face. Her eyes so utterly blue flooded with awe. Tiny bubbles drifted up from her nose. One caught in her lashes.


  “I need air.”


  “Come closer.” Taryn guided her head to his and covered her mouth with his own, sealing their lips. “Breathe, love.”


  “Breathe?”


  “Yes.”


  She took a small breath at first, then a large one, drawing from the reserve in his lungs. When she leaned back, she blinked at him before placing a finger against his lips. He grinned.


  “How is that possible?”


  He brought her closer to the bottom of the pond. “Dragons have reserves. To help us survive extremes.”


  “How long can you stay under water?”


  Taryn pulled himself to the rocky bottom and guided Gabriella down beside him. He gave her another breath, then pointed to a crevice in the rocky wall.


  “Depends. Alone, a few hours. Providing air for another, about an hour or so. Also depends on the depth I’m at. Ah!” He squeezed her hip gently as a rainbow fish with long, feathery-like fins cautiously emerged from the crevice. Gabriella’s mounting excitement poured into him, creating a delightful glow. Her hand slipped over his knee and her fingers gripped tight as the rest of her tensed.


  “The marine life here is nothing like what you’ll see on Earth. And when the water is crystal clear, like it is here, the brilliance is pretty breathtaking. Many of those fish tend to hide until nightfall, when their scales don’t reflect the sunlight and enhance their colors as much.”


  The fish swam a little closer, then twisted in a trail of colors and sped back into the crevice.


  The water-dulled sound of rocks scraping together drew Taryn around. Gabe snorted, steaming bubbles rising from his nose toward the surface. He motioned with a finger toward the surface, then made a motion of cradling a baby.


  “Zareh and Kaylae have arrived, and they’ve brought the baby,” Taryn said. He gave Gabe a thumb’s up and waited for his brother to leave before providing another breath to his angel. This time, he stole a quick kiss, followed by a second. Her fingers danced over his face as she indulged in the sweep of his tongue and the air that filled her lungs. Her joy and contentment was near tangible. “We should go back up.”


  “But I can’t swim on the surface.”


  Taryn wagged a finger. “Remember what we’ve agreed about that word. Can’t leads to won’t. You’ll swim. Trust me.”


  He took her by the hands and guided her to the surface without her needing another breath. When she broke through the water, she grappled for his shoulders. He tsked and held her steady beneath her arms, keeping her head above water.


  He shook his hair away from his face and smiled. “Relax, angel. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Look. Did I let you drown at the bottom of the pool?”


  Gabriella’s nervousness turned into a flash of exasperation. “This is different.”


  “Going under is different. This is a piece of cake. Just let your body rest on the surface and kick your legs. I’ve got your arms.”


  Taryn watched Gabriella’s expression morph from unsettled to frustrated to self-conscious, and finally relax by the time they reached the opposite side of the pool. Everyone had climbed out of the water to greet Zareh and Kaylae, and get their dose of baby in before snatching up some snacks.


  He helped her out of the water and hoisted himself out once she was safely on the grass.


  “Was that so bad?” he asked quietly, slipping his arm around her waist when she shivered. The goose bumps that popped up over her arms didn’t survive the heat of his body.


  “No, it wasn’t.”


  “Good.” He led her to the crowd and waited for an opening to usher her closer. Zareh came over, hands in the pockets of his jeans, and motioned toward his lifemate. Kaylae sat on the grass, her dark hair tied up and her hazel eyes glowing with the love of a new mom as she basked in the coos and ogles her son received. “How’s the whole dad role panning out for you?”


  “Definitely an adjustment, but I wouldn’t change it for the universe. Kaylae’s a natural when it comes to all that maternal instinct gibberish.” Zareh’s green gaze landed on Gabriella. “How’re you doing? That canopy still holding up?”


  Gabriella nodded, sinking closer to Taryn. “Doing well. And, yes, still hanging strong. Thanks again for your help.”


  “That’s what we do.” He turned his focus back to the woman and infant. Ariah and Briella were making strange noises and faces at the bundle. “You haven’t met Kaylae yet. Let me introduce you.”


  Taryn nudged Gabriella forward in Zareh’s wake. He followed. Kaylae looked up as Zareh neared, her gaze on him, then shifting to Taryn and Gabriella.


  “This is Gabriella, Taryn’s lifemate,” Zareh said, sitting beside his woman.


  Kaylae beamed at Gabriella, warming Taryn’s spirit. That everyone accepted her with open arms eased his dragon and his own conscience. Janice had a black reputation, and the last thing he wanted was to see any residual ill feelings fall onto his woman. It was bad enough he was guilty of doing just that on their first meeting. The guilt of that encounter continued to gnaw at his spirit.


  “Call me Gabby,” Gabriella said. “I’ve heard much about you and your son from everyone.”


  The bundle of blankets moved and a tiny arm popped out. A ripple of translucent red scales came and went over the small fingers.


  Kaylae’s cheeks flushed. “Jessyn always steals the show. Zareh was telling me a bit about you. I haven’t had much opportunity to get together with anyone since returning here. It was unexpected and very sudden. We were living in Georgia and had planned to wait until the baby came before migrating.” Her grin widened as she placed her finger against Jessyn’s palm and received a secure squeeze in return. “Then he came along a few weeks ago. This is my first time out since having him. I’m looking forward to spending more time with other women.”


  “Well, we all have a bond we share. A sisterhood, so to speak,” Ariah chimed in before she leaned over the bundle and crossed her eyes. Taryn bit back a chuckle and watched Gabriella’s eyes gleam down at the baby. “The dragons are brothers, after all.”


  “Hey, Al. Think you might be needing to concern yourself with a dose of baby fever here,” Emery said, hitching his thumb toward Ariah.


  Alazar laughed and crossed his arms over his chest. He had tied his wet hair into a knot at the nape of his neck, but a few stubborn strands remained plastered to his face. “I think we’ve decided to hold off on that for a while longer.”


  “Like you use condoms,” Gabe interjected.


  Ariah groaned. “Really, Gabe? My uncle’s standing five feet away. I don’t need our love life being discussed in front of our parental figures, thank you.”


  Ariah’s uncle, Mark, reddened beneath his neatly trimmed beard. The Keeper rubbed the back of his neck. “I’d appreciate that as well, Gabe.”


  While comebacks ping-ponged back and forth, Taryn noticed Gabriella’s expression change from wonder to something altogether angelic. She leaned closer to the baby, her lips curling upward as she admired the infant.


  “He’s precious,” Gabriella murmured.


  “Thank you.” Kaylae lifted his tiny hand and placed a kiss on his fingers. “It’s been a wild ride.”


  “That I can agree with.”


  “While there’s baby talk in the air, Syn and Taryn, any thoughts on the subject?” Saralyn asked.


  Oh, how he adored the woman, but the look of masked horror that came over Gabriella’s face almost made him snap at her for bringing the subject up. Yeah, he wanted kids, but apparently his angel had other thoughts.


  “Mom, you already know we’ll be giving you grandbabies at some point. But like Al and Ari, we’re not in any rush,” Briella said. “And I certainly don’t think that’s even a point to be made with Taryn and Gabby yet.”


  Taryn clapped his hands together, drawing their attention. “How about we steal a few bites to eat and get back to those games of chicken?” He made a gun with his fingers and pointed it at Emery. “I’ve got an ass to kick.”


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  



  Taryn milked a single drop of blood from the pad of his finger and spread it through the narrow channel in the stone. It took a few moments for the magic to adhere to his essence and open the secret compartment in his vault. When the brick door slid down into the wall and exposed the dark wooden box, he found himself hesitant to reach for it.


  Decades had passed since he last opened the secret door, shortly after the attack on The Hollow that killed Corvin. Cade had been heartsick after rummaging through the remnants of their world, searching for survivors and the dragonstones of those lost to the Baroqueth.


  He found his own beneath the crushed mountain home of one of their less fortunate brothers. The world had been thrown into the proverbial blender by the time the slayers were through with their attack, and the dragons had time to regroup after defending their world.


  It had taken years for the dragon and Keeper blood spilled in the battle to seep deep enough into the ground that it didn’t taint the low-lying rivers and ponds.


  He gathered the box and the key and closed the door. Before he left his vault, his hoard, he rummaged through some of the jewelry he had collected over the centuries and chose a simple piece he hoped Gabriella would like. A thin, gold chain with a teardrop ruby. The red would be perfect against her creamy skin. She had so far refused to accompany him to see his hoard. Each time, she insisted none of his wealth mattered to her.


  One day, she would see his collection. After all, his hoard was a piece of him, who he was, what he was.


  A dragon.


  He sealed his vault and headed up the maze of corridors and stairwells until he reached the main living area. “Gabriella?”


  He stilled, listening for her soft steps or quiet breaths.


  And chuckled when he pinpointed her location.


  As he approached the bathroom, surprised to find the door wide open, he paused long enough to extend his talons and tap the rock wall.


  “I’m beginning to think you’re a siren in disguise,” Taryn teased, leaning against the doorframe as he tucked his gifts behind his back. Gabriella twisted in the tub, the mountain of white foamy bubbles nearly swallowing her up. Her smile lit her eyes beneath the strands of blond hair that had slipped free of the messy knot on her head. “I have a little something for you.”


  “You’re enough for me.” She raised a brow. “Do you plan on standing there for the next hour? Or are you coming into the room?”


  Taryn laughed under his breath as he pushed off the doorframe. He grabbed a wooden stool from the vanity and settled himself in the seat at the head of the tub.


  “Relax, angel.” Taryn placed his box and the necklace on the floor by his foot, out of Gabriella’s sight. His woman relaxed in the tub, her hands cupping piles of bubbles before she blew them back onto the mountain of suds. He scooted closer and began to massage her shoulders. The sigh that escaped her lips as she melted into his hands was enough to ignite the spark he’d tempered since their picnic. “Best be careful or I might become jealous of the bathtub.”


  Her sultry laugh stoked more than the primitive hunger stirring inside him. It tugged every single heartstring until it was a visceral ache in his chest.


  Goddess, he loved this woman.


  “I never had the chance to experience a bath. And if I could, I didn’t want to because of whom my mother was dating at any given time. Baths are so relaxing.” She tipped her head to the side as he kneaded a knot in her shoulder. “Mmm. You do this well. Then again, you do many things well.”


  Taryn pressed his lips together.


  Hard.


  His gaze drifted to the makeshift window across the room, one that let enough moonlight into the bathroom to shimmer over the bubbles and cast the dim light from the candles into silvery shadows along the dark marble floor. He exhaled, illuminating the unlit candles, bringing warmth to the room in a rush of firelight.


  His sweet angel’s heart sped up.


  His cock throbbed.


  He moved his hands lower, his fingers working out the tension along her spine. Her soft moans of delight licked at his senses and knotted his nerves.


  “I’ve had many years to practice while I waited for you.” The husk of his voice caught him by surprise. Gabriella’s skin turned rough with goose bumps. Her head fell forward as he moved his fingers back to her neck. Leaning close, he inhaled the scent of her flesh, the jasmine from the bath and the subtle hint of sweet woman beneath. “Everything I know is for you.”


  Her muscles shifted beneath his when he pressed a languid kiss on the nape of her neck. Her breaths stuttered.


  His body protested when he sat up, putting distance between them. The dragon resented the withdrawal as much as he did. He took a deep, silent breath and tried to still the fierce need churning up his insides. Syn warned him that once he had a taste of his lifemate, once he took her to bed, the hunger never eased. It grew stronger.


  Damn man. He was right.


  Gabriella caught his hand and drew his fingers to her lips. She kissed his knuckles lightly before twisting completely around to fold her arms over the edge of the tub. Lust misted her blue eyes with the same burning gaze he had savored at the start of their erotic picnic.


  She rested her chin on her forearms. “You forgot your shirt.”


  Her perusal scorched Taryn’s skin. “I tend to forget extras not needed in the house.”


  The corners of her mouth quirked. “Then why the pants?”


  “Now, now, Gabriella.” He braced his hands on tub on either side of her elbows and brought his face close to hers. “I might take that the wrong way.”


  She licked her lips. Slowly. The thermal spectrum shifted into Taryn’s sight. Her blood flowed fast, hot, and all too tempting.


  “My dragon comes out to play.” She dragged her nails across the scales that rippled over his skin. The raw pleasure caused by her touch wrung a growl from his chest. Her cheeks flushed with arousal as her nails played his scales until she reached the waist of his linen pants. His stomach tightened as she said, “You’re so good to me.”


  He opened his mouth, but choked on his words when she tugged his loose waistband down and fisted her fingers around his cock.


  “Gabriella.”


  Dear Goddess, he didn’t even sound human. His brain short-circuited beneath the masterful strokes of her hand. He closed his eyes, simmering under her touch. Her delicate hand squeezed just enough to tease the beast inside.


  “Stand up for me, dragon.”


  He complied, a slave to her request. The skin of his cock chilled as her warm hand left him to tug his pants down. He opened his eyes only when he heard the sound of water dripping.


  A hiss rushed through his teeth when Gabriella’s lips sealed around the head of his cock. Her eyes locked with his, the stormy swirl of her internal battle darkening the brilliant blues beneath her long lashes.


  “Gabrie…oh Goddess.”


  His nostrils flared as she took him deeper, watching him every second. He felt it then, the determination to overcome her past, her fear, seeking strength in him as she worked her mouth around him.


  Taryn refrained from arching into her mouth and touched the side of her face with the backs of his knuckles, not wanting her to feel he was holding her in place. His fingers trembled as she sucked the heat and fire closer and closer to the surface.


  He hated that this felt so good. Hated what she’d endured to perfect this. Hated that he enjoyed the feel of her tongue and lips and the heat of her mouth pulling on his cock.


  “Enough,” he said through clenched teeth, stepping back to withdraw from her hold. He left his pants in a pool of fabric on the floor. “Your turn, love. Up.”


  She didn’t hesitate. Water sluiced from her pink skin as she stood from the mountain of bubbles, cutting through whatever suds clung to her body and through the generous valley between her breasts.


  Gorgeous. Breathtaking. Temptation to the highest degree.


  She waited before him, not trying to hide herself, with her chin tipped proudly up and her shoulders back.


  Confidence. What an aphrodisiac.


  He held out his hand. She placed hers in his palm and stepped out of the tub. He sent heat through her fingers, making sure she stayed warm in the cool air. Not that she would need it long. Not with what he wanted to do.


  “Seems I’ve unleashed something,” Gabriella said, her voice low, sexy, and brimming with untapped delight.


  “Do you want to find out?” He raked his gaze down her body, drinking in her water-slick skin. He flicked one partially extended talon in front of her before drawing the very tip from the hollow of her neck down between her breasts, over her stomach, which rippled on her gasp, and paused a few inches from the seam between her legs. He retracted his talon and caught her eyes. Dark, luscious, hungry. “Or should we wait?”


  “No. I don’t want to wait.”


  He traded her hand for the back of her neck, pulled her close, and crushed his mouth to hers. Sensation exploded through him, his mind linked to hers, reading her response and devouring her need. He slipped his other hand between her legs, found that sweet spot that made her moan into his kiss, and stroked her until her arms tightened around his neck and her nails bit into his skin.


  Taryn whipped her around, leaving her aching on the brink of release, and pushed her back against the smooth marble wall. He pinned her wrists over her head, ending the kiss with a tug on her bottom lip.


  Her chest rose and fell on sharp, fast breaths.


  “No fear, love.”


  “No.” She shook her head slightly. “None.”


  He dipped his head and nuzzled her neck. He detected the rapid pace of her pulse and nipped her flesh. She whimpered, arching into him, wrapping a leg around his.


  A deep rumble built in his chest, the vibration of it making her shiver. He basked in her pleasure and savored his own with each taste of her skin as his lips coasted down to her breasts. He sucked one pebbled nipple into his mouth and she released a strained cry. She trembled. Her hips undulated.


  Yes, her body recognized him, recognized her mate.


  But Gabriella trusted him, and that meant more than everything else.


  The sweet aroma of her arousal and the way her body writhed beneath the deliberate assault of his mouth drove him wild. Her hands, still pinned over her head, fisted and flexed in his one-handed grip.


  He hooked her thigh over his hip, lifting his head as he fit his cock at the ready entrance of her body. The vision of her face so pink, her eyes so blue, her lips parted and swollen maddened him. Made him crazy with need to the point it hurt.


  “Don’t hold back this time,” she whispered.


  Taryn bared his teeth in a semblance of a smile and thrust into her with one smooth, claiming motion.


  Oh, sweet Goddess, the sound that fled her was music to him. It was the cry of him driving her to her breaking point, but refusing to let her fall apart. Her body squeezed around him, blinding him with bliss. Sheer hot, wet bliss.


  Her legs wrapped tight around his waist as he drew out and drove deep once more.


  “Taryn, Taryn, Taryn!”


  He gripped her ass, his talons digging into her skin, driving her hard to meet his hips. She tensed, whimpered, gasped as he claimed her, nibbling and kissing her neck.


  “Taryn!”


  He didn’t stop as her body tightened. Her skin was hot, so hot, blood rushing hard and fast, a match to the carnal heat that raced through his veins.


  When she finally shattered, her scream of intense pleasure called to his soul, his beast, and the fierce craving to mark what was his. To make everyone aware that Gabriella was his. His angel. His lifemate.


  He released her arms and sank his hand into her hair. She wrapped herself around him, burying her face in his neck, her fingers and nails raking across his scale-splattered skin and dragging a fierce groan of delight and tantalizing pain from him.


  “Gabriella.” He arched as his own climax rushed him in a wave, breaking through his barriers with merciless strength. He roared as he came under the power of this binding euphoria, blinded by sensation that stole his strength. “My angel.”


  He could barely feel anything but the harmonious bond that strengthened between them. That fate-laden golden glow that connected them more intricately than any ceremony or promise could. They were one when together, lost when they were apart. He needed her more each day, and she reciprocated with equal passion.


  As the fog of his climax began to clear, he slipped his arms around Gabriella, still wrapped tightly around him. His legs were weak, but he pulled her away from the wall, adjusted his hold, and slowly returned to the bathtub. The coppery scent of blood teased his nostrils. By the feel of his back and shoulders, he was certain his own blood added to the scent, but the smear on Gabriella’s hip warned him he might have unleashed his dragon more than intended.


  Cradling her close, he stepped into the water, heating it through his skin as he lowered them into it. For a long while, they sat together, her arms clinging to him, her face pressed into the crook of his neck, her breathing fast, her heart racing even faster. The tremors subsided as he stroked her back and her spine. He drank in the proof she found strength in his arms despite all the horrors of her past.


  “I love you, Taryn. I do. I love you,” she said against his skin.


  His lungs ceased to expand. His fingers faltered in their calming caresses. His heart stirred erratically in his chest.


  Gabriella tilted her head back enough to catch his gaze.


  Guilt struck him as he saw her eyes were wet with tears. “I hurt you. Angel, I’m so—”


  She pressed a finger to his mouth, silencing him with a small shake of her head. “No. You didn’t. You truly shattered me. Ravaged me in the best possible way.”


  Taryn couldn’t help but smile against her lips when she pressed a kiss to his mouth. He loved hearing his words on her tongue. She made them sound so much more enticing.


  He cupped her face, breaking their kiss to smooth his fingers over her brow. “In that case, I won’t apologize for breaking skin.”


  She showed him her red-painted fingers. His blood. “I think I broke more.”


  Taryn chuckled. “Break all you want, love. But for now”—he dipped his hands into the water, grabbed her hips, and regretfully removed himself from her body with a groan—“you need a break. And I have something for you.”


  He reached over the edge of the tub and scooped up the necklace, box, and key. Gabriella retied the loose knot in her hair and sank against him as he settled in the water.


  “Taryn, you know I don’t—”


  “Hush, angel. I know you say that money and all that doesn’t matter to you. But I need for you to understand that it is part of me and who I am. My hoard is something I’m proud of, and something I desperately want to share with you.” He smiled to soften his bluntness. “When you’re ready, of course. However, please let me spoil you, just a little.”


  He lifted the necklace for her to see. Her eyes shimmered and an unsteady grin stretched over her lips. She traced the teardrop ruby with a single finger, then lifted her gaze to his.


  “I understand,” she said, before her attention went to the box. Her brows furrowed before her eyes widened. “That’s your dragonstone?”


  Taryn nodded. “Yes.” He handed it to her. “Go ahead, love. Open it.”


  Bracing himself for the impact of his stone’s pull after so many decades without it, he focused on Gabriella’s restrained excitement as she fumbled to fit the key into the lock and open the lid.


  A sense of double-vision struck without warning, as well as a new influx of relentless arousal because his Keeper was also his lifemate. He watched Gabriella’s expression, through the stone with his dragon’s vision and through his eyes with his human vision as he sat with her in the tub. Fighting to regain control over his sight, he shut out the dragon’s vision through the stone to enjoy her wonder as she lifted the jewel from the velvet bed.


  “Oh my. This is gorgeous.” She turned the oblong jewel over in her hand. The swirls of onyx, ruby red, gold, and striking slashes of sapphire caught the glow from the candlelight. “How is this even possible?”


  “Magic.” The easiest answer. Taryn pointed to a groove in the top of the jewel. “Right there is how I can open the reservoir. That is where your father, and all of my Keepers before him, bled to finalize the bond between us. That will seal forever if you choose to stay with me, be mine, and complete the last bond.”


  “I’ve already chosen.” Gabriella returned the jewel to the box and presented her hand to him, palm up. “I want to stay. I’m yours. You are the only one I ever want to be with.”


  “You can’t break the bond, love,” he warned, awed by her unrestrained willingness to bleed into the jewel. “It’s permanent. Forever. You will live longer than a human because it takes longer to raise dragon children than human children.”


  Her hand lowered slightly, as did her eyes. He quickly caught her hand and kissed her fingertips.


  “Take your time. Don’t rush it. Trust me, that you are so eager is beyond my wildest dream, but I sense your reluctance when it comes to children. I saw your reaction at the pool.”


  “I know nothing about being a mom. Being a good mom. Nothing. The very idea of having a child scares me.”


  “Hey.” Taryn lifted her chin with a single finger and pressed a kiss to the tip of her nose. “We have all the time we need. And I know in my heart you’ll be an amazing mother. I see it in your eyes.” He smiled, closing the lid on his dragonstone. “In time. I’m going to be selfish and not want to share you with any children for a while.”


  They sat in a calm silence for a long while as Gabriella’s mind worked. Taryn took the necklace from her and fastened it around her neck, resting the ruby on her chest.


  “We should probably use condoms.”


  Taryn blinked at Gabriella. She shrugged.


  “I’m not ready for kids. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready, but certainly not now.”


  “Your body dictates when and if you will carry my child. When you’re ready, that’s when it’ll happen. Remember, you’re not really human. You’re of this world, though you were born away from The Hollow. Accidents won’t happen unless you want them to.” Taryn sighed. “But if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll get some.”


  “I dictate when and if I get pregnant?”


  “Yes. So if you don’t want to have children, I can do nothing to make it happen against your will. Not that I ever would.”


  “Then I don’t need time to think about things. I want to bleed into the stone.”


  Gabriella opened the lid again and held out the stone. She let go, and Taryn caught it with damp hands. She placed the box on the stool behind his head, then straddled his legs.


  “What do I need to do?” she asked.


  Taryn fought back the growl of desire and pride as he straightened. With the tip of his talon, he opened the top of the stone to expose the reservoir.


  The last time he would ever do this.


  His last Keeper. His lifemate.


  “With this act comes the responsibilities of being my Keeper, Gabriella. Not only my lifemate, but the woman whom I trust with my life. The man and dragon you trust with yours. Are you certain?”


  Gabriella nodded. “I’ll do anything for you. Anything. You’ve given me life. I trust you implicitly. I’ve been learning so much from the other women. I might need guidance, but I won’t let you down.”


  “I know you won’t. Let me see your finger.”


  Her trust in him when she produced her finger squeezed at his heart. He grasped her finger in a gentle hold and brought the pad to his lips for a soft kiss.


  “I love you, Gabriella.” He caught her gaze, hoping to burn his sincerity into her mind.


  “I love you, too, Taryn.”


  Taryn extended the tip of the talon from his thumb and pierced her skin. She gasped, flinched, but didn’t tug away. A bead of crimson welled up from the puncture. He guided her finger to the opening of the reservoir and milked a few more drops of blood.


  The lid flicked closed.


  Gold light sparked as the lid sealed shut and the whirling colors in his jewel illuminated, accepting and absorbing the final essence. That of the woman with whom he would live out the rest of his life.


  As the magic swirl of colors faded, Taryn stole a tiny taste of her blood before healing her wound with a lick.


  A smile touched her mouth. “No fireworks.”


  Taryn laughed, reaching back to lay his dragonstone in the box on the stool. “My angel, I think we’re about to make our own fireworks.”


  Gabriella pressed her torso to his. “I think I have a new appreciation for shattering under your expertise. Let’s see if those fireworks can compete.”


  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  



  “Are you sure you want to do that?” Briella asked, running her hand over the swaying pink and yellow flowers. Her brows were furrowed with concern, her hazel eyes fraught with worry.


  Ariah shook her head as she dished out a scoop of some mixed-berry cobbler and handed the plate to Gabby. “It’s not a good idea. Not now.”


  Gabby glanced up at the flashes of clear blue sky she could see through the weeping silvery-purple leaves of the tree that shaded their picnic. Small birds darted overhead, nothing more than silhouettes against the blazing sunlight and cloudless backdrop. Their screeches were more musical than cringe-worthy, lending a pleasing melody to the light rustle of the leaves and high grasses.


  She understood their concern, but they didn’t understand her need for closure.


  “Amelia, please say you agree with me and Ariah,” Briella begged.


  Amelia’s violet gaze held steady on Gabby until she met her friend’s eyes. The flash of warning in the witch’s eyes was enough to make Gabby’s stomach churn and force her to forfeit her first bite of cobbler.


  “You know what I’m going to say.” Amelia’s thumb stroked a small golden disk that hung from a short string at her hip. Gabby had given up trying to keep track of the amulets and talismans and other magical knick-knacks Amelia kept about her person. “You haven’t discussed your wishes with Taryn yet, have you.”


  Gabby looked away, preoccupying herself with a long stem topped with dainty yellow petals. Butterfly-like creatures flower-hopped, the veins in their wings glowing all the shades of the rainbow when the sunlight caught them.


  “Gabriella, may I have a private word?” Amelia finally asked as she climbed to her feet and brushed her hands over her long skirt. She maintained her characteristic friendly grin, but her eyes spoke something to the contrary.


  “Excuse us,” Gabby said to the others, getting up to fall in step with Amelia.


  She had become familiar with Amelia’s subtle expressions over the last few weeks, having spent many days in her company. She didn’t need that experience to know this “talk” wasn’t going to be anything she cared to hear. She had already made up her mind.


  Amelia stopped at the bottom of the dip in the field and faced Gabby. They regarded each other in silence. Gabby half-suspected Amelia had a vision of her future, another tidbit she didn’t want to hear about.


  “Taryn won’t allow it,” Amelia said, foregoing pretense.


  “He will when I explain why.”


  “No good will come of you two returning to New Orleans, Gabriella. Nothing. I understand your reasoning. I understand your need for closure with your mother, but she is not worth your life.”


  Gabby took a slow breath and shook her head. “She took my life for almost thirty-one years. She tortured me, broke me again and again. She messed with my head bad, Amelia. I need her to see, to know, to hear that I’ve overcome her poison.”


  Amelia nodded thoughtfully, the penetrating violet, see-all eyes that Gabby both admired and, at moments like this, cursed never leaving her face.


  “Look around you, Gabriella. Take a few minutes to truly see where you are and what your life has become. Soak it in. Think about who you have in your life now. Then remember your past. Remember her.” She tilted her head in a way that made Gabby feel the woman was turning a key inside her head. “What do you wish to sacrifice for her?”


  “Nothing.”


  “But you will. You’ll sacrifice everything that has come to mean something good to you if you make this trip. Leave Janice Metz in New Orleans. Leave the nightmares where they belong. Far away from here and far away from you and Taryn. She cannot return here without the dragons. You need never see her again.”


  For days, Gabby had it in her head that she wanted to return to her former world, if for only a few minutes, to rip into her mother for all the things she had done. The lies she’d told about Gabriella’s father. The lies about Taryn, all just to satisfy her own sick desires. Using her own daughter to keep her boyfriends around.


  Amelia was right.


  Gabby wouldn’t sacrifice Taryn, or any of the people who had become her family here in The Hollow, for the despicable woman who had given birth to her.


  It didn’t keep her from wishing for a minute, just a minute, to tell Janice how she felt.


  Gabby sighed and hugged her midsection. “I never thought I’d see the day when I’d rise above her damage. I want her to see it.”


  “You don’t think she knows? You chose Taryn over her at the house before the Baroqueth came. You’ve not returned to her in almost a month.” Amelia placed a hand on Gabby’s shoulder, the brief touch conveying calm and warmth. “She’s very aware. Rest easy with that knowledge.”


  “The gratification of seeing her face, though…”


  “Is not worth the price you will pay. Just like it would not have been worth my stubbornness to remain in New Orleans when I knew what would become of me if I didn’t allow Cade to bring me to The Hollow. She would have found me.”


  Gabby stiffened. “The woman sorcerer?”


  Amelia nodded once. “Yes.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Do you know who she is? Do you know anything about her?”


  “No, other than that she’s on a fanatical mission and nothing will stop her.” For the first time, Amelia’s gaze lowered to her clasped hands. “Things will get worse, Gabriella. Much, much worse before they get better. You and everyone connected with this world, whether they know it or not, must do everything possible to stay safe.”


  A chill slithered through Gabby’s soul with Amelia’s words, and followed her back to the blanket spread under the tree with silver leaves. She smacked a smile on her mouth throughout the remainder of the picnic, despite the growing unease in her gut. Ariah’s cobbler tasted sour in her mouth, and the fruity tea Amelia had brewed made her stomach roll.


  Turmoil lay ahead. She knew that. She understood what becoming part of Taryn’s world meant. There would always be danger. Always be enemies.


  But there would also always be love.


  Emery, wings backflapping to control his landing nearby, arrived to taxi them to their respective homes. Although Taryn, with the help of Syn and Briella and her parents, had been teaching Gabby to ride—she’d never ridden a horse, and here she was, hopping on the back of a ginormous dragon—she didn’t feel comfortable on anyone except for her dragon. The lack of communication with anyone other than Taryn during the flight made for an uneasy ride if she began to panic.


  At least Taryn’s landing shelf was the first stop.


  “Let’s plan on taking a hike in the forest tomorrow,” Ariah suggested. “Alazar assured me that a mile or two won’t put us in the paws of some gnarly predator. And I understand there’s a quaint waterfall and multiple streams that spread from it.”


  Gabby nodded. “That sounds like fun. It’ll be nice to explore.”


  “Great! I’ll prepare a few sandwiches and fruit cups from Saralyn’s garden.” Ariah glanced at Briella. “Your mom won’t mind, will she?”


  “Nope. Not at all.”


  “I’ve got some fruits growing as well,” Amelia chimed in.


  “Then we’re all set,” Ariah concluded. “Have a great evening, Gabby!”


  “You, too. And thanks for the lift, Emery.”


  The dragon nudged her arm gently with the back of his massive paw, snorted, then stepped off the shelf, reappearing seconds later as he soared up and away with his passengers. Gabby held her smile steady until she slipped through the archway that led to one of many fire-lit stairwells. She followed the one Taryn had taught her led to the main living quarters.


  His home continued to amaze her. The labyrinth-style design that protected him and his hoard.


  And now you.


  Instinctively, she touched the pendant resting on her chest and smiled.


  “Everything is fine. Everything is right.”


  Her daily mantra put a spring in her step as she descended the last corridor and arrived at the hidden door. She fumbled along the rough rock wall until she found the secret latch that opened the door, and stared. Taryn, holding a bouquet of wild flowers, waited in the center of the living room.


  Gabby’s heart swelled.


  Taryn crossed to her and held out the flowers. “Here, my darling angel. A little something to brighten your day.”


  “All my days are bright now, but thank you.” She brought the flowers to her nose and inhaled the sweet aromas. “Mmm, they smell so nice.” She gave him a slow once-over, arching a brow. “You’re all dressed up.”


  He smiled and held out his arms, inviting her to look all she wanted. God help her, the man could wear anything and still look impossibly handsome. Including a simple white button-down open at the chest and black pants. His hair was pulled back in his usual small knot at the nape of his neck with strands of sandy-blond waves brushing his cheeks.


  Oh, boy. She melted. Right in the places that could easily lead them to the bedroom.


  “I want to take you out. On a date. Somewhere you’ve never been.” He dropped his arms, but his eyes sparkled. “How about…Northern Lights?”


  The excitement that bubbled to the surface quickly died. “I thought it wasn’t safe to leave.”


  “Well…” Taryn stepped into her, molding his hand to her cheek. The shimmer in his eyes darkened with mischief as he thumbed her lower lip. “Nothing is safe.” He lowered his head until she could feel his breaths against her lips. Naturally, she leaned into him, her eyelids lowering. “But I think a spontaneous trip to Iceland for an hour or so wouldn’t be too much of a risk.” He swept his lips over hers, turning her nerves into a tingling mess. “What do you say, love?”


  “I say kiss me, then let me change.”


  He chuckled, teasing her with the airy motion of his lips over hers. “You know what happens when I kiss you?”


  “Yes.” She slipped her arm around his neck and lowered the bouquet to her side. “You send my world tumbling.”


  When she tried to kiss him, the damn man wedged his thumb between their lips. “You love playing with fire.”


  “Only yours, because I know you will never burn me.”


  Taryn kept his next kiss restrained before he tugged on her lower lip with his teeth and straightened. “I’m going to behave and not send us tumbling into bed. Yet. Dress warm, angel. It’s cold in Iceland this time of year.”


  



  



  Chapter Thirty


  



  “I’d feel much better if we came with you,” Syn said quietly beside Taryn. Taryn didn’t take his eyes off his angel and Briella wrapped up in excited chatter. He loved seeing Gabriella so lively. To think only a short time ago she had hit the bottom of hope and tried to end it all.


  She was the proof that love could work magic. That tenderness could help the damaged blossom. Kindness nurtured shriveled roots.


  “Briella and I would stay away, give you two your time. But for the sake of safety, we should go in numbers.”


  Taryn planned to stay far away from the Big Easy for a few years, if he ever returned. He missed the city, but everything he could ever want and need was here in The Hollow. Here, in his true home.


  That didn’t mean there weren’t little things he wanted to share with Gabriella. Little things that, despite all the magic and wonder of The Hollow, he couldn’t give her here. Little things she should have had before him, including a magical jaunt to Iceland.


  His angel deserved the universe.


  Taryn tore his attention from the women and looked at Syn. The man’s lips were curled in content adoration as he watched his own lifemate.


  “Quite a blessing, finding your lifemate,” Syn said. He nodded toward their women. “I told you before all this started that your life hadn’t gone to shit. Should learn to listen to me, brother.”


  Taryn laughed. “Look who’s talking.” He jabbed his elbow into Syn’s arm. “Sure. Come along. I’d imagine the lights would provide some inspiration for sweet Brie.”


  “Don’t let her hear you call her that.”


  “I have half a mind to tease the both of you, but it’s getting late. We should start out. Is Brie using Gio’s old riding coat?”


  Syn nodded. “Until more of the civilians return, I haven’t bothered those here to fit Briella. What about Gabby?”


  Taryn winked. “I’ve got a surprise for her.”


  “Don’t you always.” Syn snickered and crossed the field Gabriella had managed to turn into a majestic garden. He said to his lifemate, “Sweet, Taryn’s been kind enough to invite us along.”


  “You twisted my arm,” Taryn corrected.


  Briella laughed. “Your arm looks in good shape for being twisted.” She greeted Syn by snuggling up against his side. Gabriella stepped into Taryn’s arms. “We should get ready, then.”


  “Meet you in the air in twenty?” Syn asked.


  “That’s all the time you need? Damn, man.”


  Syn rolled his eyes. Briella gave him a pat on the stomach.


  “Taryn, green doesn’t look good on you, my friend.”


  “I’m certainly not jealous, sweet Brie. I might’ve given your man some pointers.” He shooed Syn. “Go. We’re running out of night.”


  “I love how at ease everyone is here. I can’t get over it,” Gabriella said after Syn launched off the field with Briella on his back. The backdraft from Syn’s wings fluttered flowers and plants and his angel’s hair across her face. He tucked the rebel strands behind her ear. “The camaraderie will never cease to amaze me.”


  “You learn after a few decades that family is more than blood. Trust runs deeper than words. We face danger, but live life. There is no such thing as immortality. Even immortals die.” Taryn knew that all too well. All of the surviving dragons and civilians had learned that difficult lesson. “I found something for you.”


  “You spoil me.”


  Taryn kissed her head. “Love, I thoroughly enjoy spoiling you.”


  He left her long enough to retrieve the package he’d left behind some rocks. He held it out and smiled. “Open it.”


  Gabriella’s brows furrowed as she took the package. “What’s in here? It’s heavy.”


  “Why don’t you find out?”


  She tore open the brown paper wrapping. Taryn’s smile dimmed as the coat unfolded in her hands, the sight of it bringing wistful memories. Gabriella looked up at him questioningly.


  “It belonged to your father,” Taryn said, relieving her of the jacket and holding it open. The question in her expression turned into realization, then sentiment. He caught the sparkle in her eyes as she turned away so he could help her into the long leather riding coat. Despite her height, she swam in it.


  He circled her and took his time fastening the gold closures. “One of the men in town found it about a year ago in the rubble of Corvin’s home. He patched up the tears and conditioned the leather, working it until it was like new.” He ignored the strain in his voice as he secured the last closure. He brushed his fingers over the faded seams of repaired tears along the front flap. “He and his wife offered to size it down to fit you. When you’re ready.”


  Gabriella caressed the coat with trembling fingers. Her chin quivered and a few tears fell from her eyelids. She lifted the collar to her nose and inhaled.


  Finally, she looked up at him. “I want to know him, Taryn. Can you show him to me? If only once, and for a moment, I want to know him.”


  Taryn caught strands of her hair in his fingers before he combed both hands through the wind-blown silk. He lowered his forehead to hers, holding her gaze steady until she closed her eyes. The scent of her tears wrenched his heart as hard as drawing up the memories of his late Keeper.


  “Open your mind to me,” he whispered.


  Their lifemate bond glowed bright in his mind’s eye. As she fully opened her mind to him, that light swallowed him up. The warmth of her soul coaxed him to accept her comfort. Little did she realize that she gave him the strength to dredge up memories from the bottom of his soul. Memories that continued to hurt because he hadn’t saved his Keeper.


  Corvin made the ultimate sacrifice to save others.


  Taryn could live with that, but it didn’t ease his own pain for not being able to save Corvin.


  He shared with her the good times. The happy times. He and Corvin in flight, or helping the villagers. Partying at festivities. Corvin beamed with kindness in everything he did. He put others first every day.


  Blond hair, blue eyes, an angel in his own way. Gabriella resembled him more that she would ever know. Each day she blossomed into a woman that brought her closer to Corvin.


  “I wish you had known him,” Taryn said, his voice thick with emotion. “You are so like him.”


  He sucked in a sharp breath, trying to clear the old grief from his mind. Gabriella brushed her fingertips beneath his right eye, leaving a trail of moisture. He mimicked the tender motion to dry her own eyes, then kissed her.


  “Thank you,” she said against his mouth.


  “You will learn him, love. I’ll make sure of it.” He hugged her tight. “He may not be here, but you will know him as if he breathed the air beside you now.”


  * * *


  Gabby took to Taryn’s back with new resolve. Her father’s riding coat weighed heavily on her shoulders, but it didn’t hamper her climb to the harness. The split at the back of the coat allowed her to straddle his wide girth and fasten the harness around herself without much difficulty.


  Her father was with her. At long last, she saw him clearly despite all the lies her mother had tried to fill her head with. She might never know him in the flesh, but something about the coat offered her strength and comfort. He hugged her, in essence. She could almost feel his pride in her through the coat. Pride and love.


  In this land of magic, she refused to cast her impressions off as nonsense. Not now. Not ever.


  “How do you feel up there?”


  “I’m ready to go, dragon.”


  “Mmm, confidence. Such a turn-on.” His enormous bulk shifted in a fluid motion as he pushed to his feet. She scraped her nails over a few of his warm scales, although she doubted the effect was a sensually potent when, in dragon form, one scale easily exceeded the size of her entire hand. “Damn it, woman. You’re lucky I’m behaving.”


  “I give you permission to be on your worst behavior when we return.”


  His neck curled and his head whipped around. She pulled her leg back, but he easily caught it in his teeth. His fiery eye flashed playfully.


  “Promise me.”


  Gabby leaned over, holding tight to one of the smaller spines along his back, and teased the scales along his snout. “I promise. I’ll even let you nibble, too.”


  “I do that already.” He released her leg and faced forward. “You’ve fastened yourself in the harness like a pro. Hold on.”


  Gabby gripped the harness and braced herself for the forceful jolt of takeoff. Taryn leapt, his wings swept powerfully down and he soared high, sending the air rushing against her. She angled her body to the side of his spines and pressed her chest flat to his scales.


  When he leveled off, wings spread to settle them into a glide, she sat up and took in the colorful scenery below. Flying over The Hollow was like a dream. The mountain peaks towered over lush green valleys. Mist from the numerous waterfalls added depth to the streams and mystery to the forests. Trees reached skyward, some resembling silver spruces, others oaks with leaves in hues of purple and grey.


  This world exploded with color.


  And even in flight, the air smelled sweet, clean, fresh.


  Pure.


  Taryn flew in lazy circles until Syn and Briella joined them. Briella waved from her perch on Syn’s back. Gabby smiled and waved back.


  “Angel, you don’t remember when we came into The Hollow, so I’m going to warn you now. Don’t panic if it looks like I’m going to fly into the side of a mountain. Magic and speed are the only two ways to pass through the veil. Speed is the easiest means for us.”


  She was glad he’d thought to warn her. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  Gabby enjoyed the feel of freedom, of the air coasting over her body, until Taryn’s speed forced her to hunch over and hold on tight.


  She didn’t care to see the mountain as it approached. The old and familiar constriction in her chest grew with each beat of his wings. She pressed her head against him and squeezed her eyes shut.


  “Gabriella, calm down, love. Open your mind. You’ll be able to hear Briella’s thoughts. She’ll keep you calm, too.”


  Gabby hadn’t realized she’d almost surrendered to the grip of her anxiety until she started to breathe instead of gasp.


  The first sound beyond Taryn’s voice filtered into her mind.


  “…not that bad. A strange musty smell, like wet cave or wet forest, but the transition between worlds is fast. I’d estimate less than five seconds. There’s this energy that trickles over you, kind of like static, as you pass through the veil.”


  Briella’s thoughts. Not the telepathy Gabby shared with Taryn. Thoughts like she used to hear back on Earth.


  “Taryn, can I communicate with her like I do you?”


  “No. That’s a bond between dragon and Keeper. Keepers pick up on thoughts. It’s important not to close yourself off completely because you may miss something that other Keepers are trying to relay to you. Turn the volume down, but never shut it off.”


  “Good to know.”


  Syn pulled alongside Taryn long enough for Briella to give Gabby a thumbs up. She nodded, returning the gesture with one hand while she continued to grip her harness with the other. Oh, to possess the ease Briella displayed on Syn.


  One day.


  After they crashed through a mountain veil.


  She glanced up and instantly regretted it when she saw the side of the mountain coming toward them at lightning speed.


  “Trustyoutrustyoutrustyou…”


  “Breathe, my angel.”


  Every muscle in her body tensed. Her knees pulled up until her stirrups stopped the motion. She hid her head in her arms, which were wrapped in a death grip around the spine in front of her. She barely felt the harness bite into her wrist as she stretched the loop.


  A low moan escaped her lips.


  Darkness swallowed the light against her closed eyelids. The clean air that filled her lungs turned dense and musty.


  One. Two. Three…


  Static rushed over her body.


  “Up!”


  Briella’s shrieked thought barely registered. She jerked her eyes open in time to see snow-capped mountains washed out by red.


  “Fuck!” Taryn spiraled upward. A loud boom echoed between the peaks.


  Gabby swallowed down a scream, her hands grappling for a tighter grip on the harness. Her stomach flipped at the sudden change of direction.


  Taryn jerked. Deep blue sparks tore through his wing. A shockwave of pain and fury not her own struck her.


  “Taryn!”


  “Don’t let go!”


  Sparks of light launched from several areas on the mountainsides around them, but Taryn’s chaotic glide left her on the verge of vomiting and she couldn’t even attempt to pinpoint the source of the attack.


  Syn bulleted up beneath Taryn, slamming his full weight into Taryn’s belly to help give him lift. Gabby couldn’t see Briella, but could only assume the other woman was somehow shielded from harm between the two draconic bodies.


  Blue light streaked into the mountain, barely missing the dragons.


  Rock exploded, particles raining over them all.


  The force of impact shot Gabby up and away from Taryn. The harness caught her and her ass slammed onto his back. She pitched forward.


  Gasped as blinding pain ripped through her torso.


  She looked at the source of the pain, her mind reeling, and saw the blood-smeared tip of a spine.


  A smaller spine that impaled her side, front to back.


  Her eyes went wide. Tears spilled over her eyelids.


  She clawed at Taryn’s scales, now turning slick with her blood.


  “She’s hurt!” Briella screamed.


  “Gabriella?”


  Taryn’s head snapped around as Syn lifted them higher, barely keeping ahead of the bolts of light that chased them up the mountain.


  A roar shook the peaks. Chunks of snow and ice separated and began to slide downward.


  The air trembled beneath her dragon’s fury.


  “Stay flat, Taryn! Stay flat!” Briella yelled. “Don’t move her!”


  Taryn unleashed an arc of Hell’s fire from his mouth, the excruciatingly hot flames spitting across the mountainous terrain.


  Screams rose up through the air.


  Gabby clung to Taryn, one hand on the tip of the blood-slicked spine to keep her body from sliding lower. Her strength quickly depleted.


  “Gabriella, you hold on, you hear me? You hold on and don’t you give up!”


  “It hurts, Taryn. I can’t feel my leg.”


  “Feel your fucking leg! I won’t let you die!”


  Gabby concentrated on breathing. Numbness crept outward from her side.


  A storm of energy bolts rained all around them.


  The shriek of rock splitting, the pain of fist-sized debris pelting her back and head, robbed her of what little strength she had left.


  Taryn jerked and his body was thrown into the mountainside.


  Gabby fell free of the spine.


  She caught sight of Syn clinging to a rock face, clawing his way up.


  The air, cold air, cradled her back as she fell through the sky.


  And then her dragon, tumbling down the side of a cliff after her, his wings nothing more than bloody bits and pieces of membrane.


  “Gabriella! Gabriella!”


  “No fear, my love.” Numbness took away the pain. Death hovered close. A faint smile touched her lips as she plummeted toward the ground. “No pain. I love you.”


  “Gabriella, noooo!”


  Fire filled her vision.


  The deafening roar of anguish followed her down.


  She closed her eyes.


  At least she’d learned what happiness was. What love was.


  Her body jerked.


  All went black.


  



  



  Chapter Thirty-One


  



  War waged in a brilliant display of fire and ice. Flame and magic.


  The tremors that rocked the ground warned of the avalanches the battle produced. The invisible barrier kept the threat at bay.


  Malla stepped up to the unconscious woman floating upside down. Bright red blood streamed from the gaping wound in her side, a thick river of crimson that streaked over her face, staining her golden hair and marring the pristine white snow below her head.


  “You’re a prize,” she said, stroking the ashen skin of the woman’s cheek. “Such strength.”


  Her gaze lifted when the air reverberated around her. The dragon rolled back from the barrier, the force of his collision sending his body rebounding away. When he regained his footing, he unleashed a stream of fire.


  The barrier reflected it back, stopping the dragon’s attack instantly.


  “Madness, is it not?” Malla asked quietly. She guided the woman to the ground, controlling her descent until she lay flat. Confident the dragon throwing himself at the barrier could not break through her magic, Malla knelt in the snow, her back to the war that wreaked havoc on the world beyond. “Pure madness.”


  She observed the woman as more color drained from her lips and her eyes became sunken. Her breaths grew further and further apart. Her heart beat slower and slower.


  “Why must they treat us so?”


  Malla sighed and lowered her gaze to the woman’s lethal wound. Red soaked the snow, spreading in a pool that stretched for Malla’s knees.


  “I’ve seen your torture.”


  Malla turned a faint smile up to the woman’s unmoving face.


  At her death mask.


  “I would not wish to live the past you endured.” She cupped a hand close to the perimeter of the blood pool and flexed her fingers. Drops lifted from the snow as she created a mercurial sphere of life’s most precious essence. “No living being should endure that torture.”


  Malla held her free hand over the wound. She hesitated, staring at the fringe of flesh and tissue and fabric. Organs.


  A strange blockage formed in her throat that she tried to swallow down. It took a few times, but at last it dislodged, letting air into her lungs. Her heart fluttered.


  “This life, Gabriella, holds no glory. No victors. We are all products of another’s ultimate plan. You. You will become the victim of the horrors you escaped.” She shook her head and peered into the woman’s face. A decision. She needed to make a decision. “I cannot fail.”


  Malla allowed her magic to flow through her fingertips, smoky gray tendrils that seeped into the tattered edges of the woman’s wound and began to weave her back together. The tendrils drew thin strings of blood from the wobbling sphere Malla balanced close to the woman’s body, replenishing her vascular system as each vessel reformed.


  “I found a suitable punishment for your mother.”


  Speaking to the Keeper made it easier to cope with her decision. There would be no going back after this. Forgiveness had no place in her life. The punishment would be brutal.


  “The men of my father’s army are voracious. They are merciless. How the women enjoy mating with them I can’t comprehend. Maybe it is the only way they can endure their lives.”


  Malla glanced over her shoulder. War. Such brutality.


  Yes, she participated in her own kind of justice. But this? This was lunacy.


  “Product of bloodlust. Powerlust. Desire for things that are simply not possible.”


  The dragon stopped running into the barrier to stare at what she was doing to its lifemate while others dove and spiraled over the rugged terrain, blasting fire down at her father’s army. She held its glowing eye for a long moment, then gave the beast her back.


  “Do you believe in redemption, Gabriella?”


  The pieces of flayed skin and tissue mended slowly and seamlessly.


  Death picked the pace at which it struck. Life took time.


  “Do you believe one who was lost can be redeemed? That one who dances with the Devil can find peace?”


  She doubted it.


  Her lips tugged beneath the weight of a frown.


  “I didn’t think so.”


  As the last of the wound pulled together and the final string of blood disappeared into Gabriella’s body, Malla sat back on her heels and admired her handiwork. A faint blush of color had returned to the woman’s face.


  “Everyone has secrets, Gabriella. You hid yours well, but a woman who has survived torture recognizes another’s torture. It’s felt.” Malla tapped her chest. “Here. In your soul.”


  “Is a soul something you possess?”


  Weakness flooded her, sending her heart into a sputtering thump.


  Without hurry, she drew herself to her feet and turned to face the man who owned that deep, gravelly voice. It took a mask of magic to conceal the impact that struck her true in the chest.


  “Do any of us possess souls?” she asked.


  The towering man lowered ember red eyes to Gabriella. “Call off your men before more death plagues our factions.”


  Malla lifted a hand and ticked a finger back and forth. “Tsk, tsk. You wear blood on your hands.” She turned her hand, palm out, to show the streaks of the woman’s blood. “We all do. Death is but a consequence of life.”


  “And yet you heal your enemy.”


  Malla scowled. “She holds purpose. I hold purpose.” She stepped back, putting distance between herself and the woman. “I will not fail. I will not concede.”


  The dragon bared fangs behind a deep red beard and mustache. The sharp angles of his face became more pronounced.


  “You will fail because your kind has no place in this world.”


  “An ultimate plan.”


  The dragon lunged at her, transforming into his scales before his booted feet left the snow.


  Malla misted and vanished from the battlefront, tearing down the invisible wall to make her escape.


  * * *


  Taryn scrambled across the snowy ground, head spinning as he shifted forms. He gathered Gabriella into his arms and pulled her onto his lap.


  “Gabriella, come back to me.”


  Cade sank to his knees across from them, having shed his scales when the female sorcerer vanished. Taryn pulled his angel away from Cade when his leader reached for the gaping hole in her sweater.


  “Taryn, let me see her.”


  Taryn gritted his teeth, but relinquished his hold enough to let Cade examine flesh that no longer held any evidence of injury.


  He damn near lost his mind when he saw Gabriella impaled on his spine. His heart tore open as another magic bolt struck him, destroying the last of the safety harness and sending his beloved falling. With shredded wings, he was helpless to save her. Syn tried. Tried to reach her.


  Then the sorcerer used her magic to cast him aside before sealing Gabriella and herself behind an invisible wall.


  Panic and fear raged through him. He couldn’t remember how he reached the rugged notch between the peaks or how many times he tried to break through the magic he knew subconsciously was an impossible task for him on this side of the veil.


  It wasn’t until he realized the woman was healing his angel that he stopped senselessly beating himself against the wall.


  But…why?


  Taryn glanced up at Cade. “How did you get in here?”


  Cade didn’t spare him a glance. “It wasn’t sealed off completely.”


  “Why didn’t you stop her?”


  Cade draped the tail of the leather coat over Gabriella’s exposed skin. “We should get her back to The Hollow.” He lifted his head and gazed out at the blasted landscape. The attack had ceased. A few of his brothers circled overhead, monitoring danger from the sky. “They lost many more today.”


  “How many?”


  Cade shrugged. “Enough.”


  Taryn gauged his leader for a long moment before pressing the question. “Why didn’t you stop her, Cade?”


  Dark fire flared in Cade’s eyes. “I wasn’t in the vicinity.”


  Taryn narrowed his eyes. “Does it have anything to do with your reaction to her after her minions blew up my house?”


  Fury rolled across Cade’s expression. He stood up, brushing the snow from his knees. “There was no reaction, Taryn. Don’t fool yourself. That woman is our enemy. She may very well be the leader of the Baroqueth. The only reaction she will receive from me is that of justice being delivered. Now, I suggest we return home. Spring water will aid in Gabriella’s healing. Amelia can assess her to ensure that…creature didn’t do further damage under the skin she healed.”


  Cade transformed, indicating he was through talking.


  Taryn was not, but right now, his concern belonged to Gabriella.


  For the second time since she’d come into his life, he’d nearly lost her. For the second time, Goddess granted her to return.


  He cradled her in an awkward hold and used the talons in his hands, and a little lift from Cade’s wing, to hoist them both onto the older dragon’s back. He settled her across his lap, secured his hold on Cade’s spines, and issued a sharp kick.


  Cade took off.


  Gabriella groaned and her smooth forehead wrinkled in a puzzled frown. Her hand went straight to her side. A grimace stretched her lips.


  “Easy, my darling angel. I’ve got you.”


  “Why do I hurt so bad?”


  Her lashes fluttered before her eyes peeled open to slits.


  Cade banked back toward the veil, increasing his speed.


  “What do you remember?” Taryn asked.


  Gabriella winced, her knees drawing toward her chest.


  “My side. Something happened. It’s all a blur.” She reached up and touched one of the many lacerations that covered his arms. In his panic over Gabriella, he’d forgotten about his own wounds. “You’re hurt.”


  “Oh no, love.”


  For the second time in a day, his eyes pricked with tears.


  They reached the veil, the darkness of the cavern hiding his emotional break from his sweet Gabriella.


  “I’m well and good. You’re in my arms. How could I not be?”


  They broke through the veil. Cade spread his wings and glided through the sky, snaking closer toward their home.


  “You almost lost me. Again.”


  Releasing his hold on Cade’s spine, he lifted Gabriella and pressed his lips to her forehead.


  “Angel, you won’t get rid of me that easily. Not ever.”


  “I don’t ever want to be rid of you.”


  He mustered a grin. “Good, because you’re mine. Mine to love, cherish, spoil, and adore. Forever.”


  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Two


  



  “How could you!”


  Darieth’s rage produced a vile wind tunnel within his chambers. Ceramic and crystal shattered on the pristine marble floor. Weapons clattered as they loosened from their hooks on the walls. Wood creaked as the wind strengthened.


  “How, Malla?” He thrust his hand out.


  Malla flew backward. She braced herself for impact, protecting her spine and head with a magical shield a half-breath before she collided with the door.


  Her father did not release her, keeping her pinned to the door several feet off the floor.


  He stormed through the destruction raining down around them.


  His fingers fisted.


  Malla clenched her teeth. Pain seared through her veins.


  He twisted his fist.


  She squeezed her eyes tight, refusing to let him see the agony he caused as her lungs constricted and her spine felt as if it were about to split in two.


  She balled her fists against the door.


  “How!”


  Lips peeled back from her teeth, Malla opened her eyes to slits. He did not deserve the tears he wrung from her. Not when they were tears of agony.


  “I was attacked,” she said through her teeth. “I would have died.”


  “You had a woman.” He thrust his fist forward. Malla swore her spine snapped then. She couldn’t swallow the distressed moan before it escaped her lips. Two tears crept down her cheeks. “You had another woman! And you left her!”


  Darieth whipped his arm down.


  Malla slammed to the floor on her hands and knees. The pain in her spine faded, replaced by the throb in her knees.


  She lifted her head enough to watch Darieth’s boots as he paced around her.


  The storm of broken bits and pieces of some of his most prized possessions began to slow their swirl through the air.


  “Not only one woman, Malla, but two.” He dropped to a crouch in front of her. Invisible fingers grabbed her hair and jerked her head up and back. Silvery black smoke began to twist in the air. Darieth guided the magical essence with a precise motion of his fingers until a black key appeared. “Do you know what that is?”


  “A…key.” He was cutting off her airway by forcing her head back so far.


  “But of course you would state the obvious.” He scowled. “I’m beginning to believe I mistook you for being more like me than the woman who whelped you. I have no time to waste waiting for you to stop fucking up.”


  With a flick of Darieth’s hand, Malla jerked onto her own feet like a puppet responding to its master’s yank on the strings. The doors opened and two of Darieth’s guards entered. Neither made eye contact with her.


  “You’ve had your chances. You’ve failed twice. I would kill a soldier who failed me twice, Malla, but you’ve depleted my army too much with your incompetence for me to deliver punishment accordingly.”


  He handed the key to one of the guards. Malla refused to look away from him.


  “We’ve lost one of our breeders. We’re down to five. Five women. That old whore you sent is useless to me. She won’t bear me any child of worth.” His dark eyes flashed. The tattoos that marked the sides of his partially shaven head swirled in black and silver as his fury cooled. “All you had to do was bring me those two women. Those two lifemates. The dragons would follow. But you couldn’t even do that. You’ve shamed me, and I don’t take lightly to any woman shaming me.”


  “I’m your daughter,” Malla declared out of spite, the sneer that curled her lips anything but proud.


  “I’m beginning to wonder if I should have drowned you in the lake the minute you took your first breath.” He whipped his duster around him when he spun away from her. “Maybe you’ll provide me better fruit from your womb than you have with your sadly lacking battle skills.”


  The guards grabbed her by either arm and escorted her from Darieth’s chambers. Their fingers bit into her biceps and their long strides caused her to stumble more times than not.


  One of the men chuckled. “Oh, Malla. You have no idea how long we’ve waited for this moment.” His hand clapped against her ass and squeezed.


  The unwanted touch made her cringe inwardly, but she kept her mask of indifference on her face. We are all products of another’s ultimate plan.


  Her powers stirred through her body as they approached the hallway that led to the breeding cells. Screams of pleasure and pain filtered through the walls. Many of the soldiers had been killed in the latest battle. Those who survived took out their frustration on the poor women behind the closed doors.


  She’d witnessed matings more than once. Vile and painful. The men left the women bruised and bloody, covered in bodily fluids they didn’t bother to wash from themselves because they had been broken.


  And yet, the women always asked for more.


  Not her.


  The guards dragged her to the end of the hallway, unlocked a door with the black key, and shoved her inside the opulently decorated cell.


  She half expected them to leave her, but when one followed her in and the other slammed the door shut and stayed outside, a sickening sense of satisfaction filled her.


  The guard tugged at his belt, wasting no time.


  “Waited so long for you to fuck up. And I’m going to be the first to break you.”


  She folded her fingers lightly over the dark powers forming against her palms. A cold smile spread her lips.


  “Let’s see you try.”


  



  



  Chapter Thirty-Three


  



  “So, I check out?” Gabby asked. She looked past Amelia to meet Taryn’s unwavering gaze. He remained perched in a chair at the bedside, shirtless, his arms slathered in salve. He told Gabby he didn’t need the salve’s magic to heal his shredded wings, but for Amelia’s sake, he allowed her to nurse the lacerations.


  Amelia shook her hands, the hazy gold light fizzling out. “Yes. She healed you.” Her lips pursed. She turned to Taryn. “I don’t understand why. Why heal Gabby only to leave her behind?”


  Taryn shrugged. “Honestly, Meel, I don’t care right now. What I do care about is Gabriella. Alive.” His nostrils flared. “I guess I might have to actually thank my enemy when I next see her, which hopefully won’t be before my death in a couple hundred years.”


  “You’re lucky Briella had that vision when she did. Things might have ended much worse.”


  Taryn scowled, picking dried salve from his forearm. Gabby dropped her hand over his. The tension she sensed mounting in his shoulders subsided.


  “Gabriella impaled on one of my own spines is pretty untoppable in my book.”


  Amelia laughed and shook her head. She flicked a finger at his arm. “Leave it on overnight. You can wash it off in the morning.”


  Gabby picked up her mug of steaming tea. “I know. Drink this for pain and continued healing.”


  “See, Taryn? Why can’t you just listen to direc—stop picking at the salve.”


  Gabby giggled into her mug, earning a raised brow and a mischievous look from her dragon. Amelia swatted at his head with her scarf.


  Taryn caught the fabric and tsked. “Now, see? We’re in my world, Meel. No swatting allowed.”


  “Aww.” Amelia pinched his cheek in an almost motherly fashion. Gabby couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Have a good night, children. I’ll be around tomorrow to check those wounds.”


  Gabby listened, holding the mug between her hands, as Amelia’s steps receded through the house. Taryn tapped a finger on his knee in time with each step.


  The rock door slid open. It closed.


  “Thank Goddess!” Taryn jumped out of the chair, stripped out of his pants, and hurried to the shower. Gabby placed her mug on the nightstand and twisted enough for her side to start aching. She didn’t care. She had a perfect view of Taryn’s ass and muscled back as water poured down over him. His dragon tattoo moved with the flex of his muscles as he scrubbed the salve from his skin. “This stuff is horrendous! It’s making me itch all over, and I don’t have allergic reactions!”


  “I’m beginning to think she pulled a prank on you.”


  Taryn cast a dark look over his shoulder. Gabby shrugged.


  “If I didn’t nearly lose you less than an hour ago, I might be well inclined to punish you.”


  Gabby pushed herself upright in the bed. The movement pulled the tender, newly healed wound in her side and she winced.


  “Damn, love. Lay back down. Don’t strain yourself.”


  Gabby stayed up until Taryn finished in the shower, dried himself roughly with a towel and returned to the bed with the towel around his waist. He maneuvered her until he laid her back on the pillows painlessly.


  Ever tender, her dragon.


  Taryn dropped the towel and climbed into bed beside her, gathering her close. She tucked her head in the crook of his shoulder, inhaling the clean, smoky scent from his skin.


  “Guess I broke my promise for tonight,” Gabby teased.


  “I’m okay with it. I think we had enough rough tumbling today. Just not the good kind.” Taryn drew his fingers back and forth over her arm. “This, right here, right now, is perfect. These little moments that too many people take for granted. The simple act of being.”


  She traced the dip beneath his pec. “Do you have any theories as to why she did it?”


  Taryn lifted his head to catch her eyes. “Saved you?” Gabby nodded. He dropped his head back. “I never thought I’d say this, but I don’t care why. All I know is that I’m thankful she did. I can’t bear to lose you, angel.”


  She snuggled closer. “I don’t ever want to be without you, Taryn.”


  “Then we have an understanding.”


  “A forever understanding.”


  His lips pressed against the top of her head.


  Gabby listened to the sound of Taryn’s heart beating in his chest until she felt herself falling to sleep.


  “A woman tortured recognizes another’s torture.”


  Gabby tried to open her eyes, but as hard as she fought, she remained blind in an odd paralysis of memory.


  “Do you believe in redemption?”


  The air around her pressed hard against her chest. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move.


  “I didn’t think so.”


  Release me! Release me now!


  Gabby gasped for air.


  “Everyone has secrets.”


  That voice. That strange, soothing voice.


  “This is my decision. This madness has to stop.”


  The paralysis released her and she shot upright. Taryn was beside her before the pain in her side had time to register. He pulled her close and she grimaced, pressing a hand to her waist.


  “What happened?”


  As the pain waned and her mind cleared, she leaned back, leveling her gaze on Taryn.


  “Her secrets,” she murmured. Taryn’s eyes narrowed. “Did she talk to me while she healed me?”


  “Whatever magic she used was soundproof, but her mouth moved.”


  Gabby raked a hand through her hair, trying to make sense of the flash memories. Secrets. Redemption. Torture.


  Taryn cupped the side of her face, drawing her focus back to him as something switched in her brain. “Love?”


  “She recognized me as tortured because she was tortured.” Her eyes widened. “Oh my God, that might be why she killed Jack.”


  “Wait, how do you know she killed anyone?” Her look must have been enough. “Okay, she’s got history. I know. But Jack?”


  “She used my mother to find me, right? Or that’s what we think? She must have tracked me to the trailer, but you had already rescued me. If she knew about my past because she’s familiar with it herself, that’s motive.”


  “Umm, you’re losing me.”


  Gabby groaned and shook her head. “Listen, if what I’m recalling are bits and pieces of her conversation with me while near death, I think she saved me on purpose. For some attempt at redemption. She referred to something as ‘madness.’ That the ‘madness’ had to stop. She made a decision.” Gabby’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know if what I heard was her speaking or maybe her thoughts, or both. What I can speculate is that she felt some kind of kinship with me and that’s why she saved me.”


  Taryn gauged her seriously before nodding once. “I won’t discount anything at this point. All I know is that she did what none of us expected and I can hold you in my arms tonight, and for years to come, because of it.”


  The wave of energy abandoned her and she sank back into Taryn’s arms, curling against him beneath the covers.


  “We’ll discuss it with Cade tomorrow. He might be able to shed some light on the subject.” Taryn twisted to face her and comb his fingers through her hair. “For the rest of tonight, and all the nights to come, it’s about us. The battles hold no place in our bed.”


  Oh, he was so good at defusing unwanted conversations.


  “Well, there are battles that happen in bed—”


  “Gabriella Chovetz,” he warned.


  Gabby sighed and smiled. “I like that.”


  “It’s perfect.”


  “Like us.”


  Taryn brought his mouth to hers. “There’s nothing more perfect than the love we’ve built together.” He kissed her. “Nothing, my darling angel.”


  



  THE END


  



  Watch for Storm of Flames, The Firestorm Chronicles, coming Summer 2019!
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