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Chapter One


 


Lauren


 


“What do you see?”


The soft words tickled my ear with their delicious British
accent, but I couldn’t afford to be distracted by Mathias and his accent right
now. I scanned the crowd milling around us as tourists and locals alike
wandered across the Piazzetta di San Marco. Above their heads, the steady glow
of numbers filled my vision. 4s, 5s, and 6s for the most part. But, there were
so many people that their numbers blurred together into an indiscernible mass
if they weren’t closer to me. A distinct disadvantage to my ability.


We stood at the base of one of two granite pillars framing
the end of the piazzetta where it met the lagoon dotted with hordes of boats
and gondolas shepherding tourists through the canals. Venice was a gorgeous and
ancient city, and I was quite honestly surprised there weren’t more high
numbers.


“Lauren?”


I blinked, silently scolding myself for not staying wholly
focused on the numbers. I scanned them again, willing them to be more
discernible. Everything rested on my ability to assess this latest threat. A
small knot of tourists, their pointed ears revealing their heritage as High
Elves, moved deeper into the Piazzetta toward the Piazza proper and the iconic
St Mark’s Basilica letting me catch another glimpse of the first number to head
into the more dangerous high numbers . . . A 7, and he was walking toward us.
The man’s olive complexion and middling height was almost nondescript with no
visible features to pinpoint him as a paranormal. However, the way he moved
lithely through the crowd belying his stocky build and barrel chest screamed
paranormal to me, especially when combined with his number. Most norms didn’t
get above a 5 or 6 unless they were armed to the teeth and currently on a
rampage, thank God. He didn’t act as though he had noticed us. Then, he stopped
and sniffed the air.


My heart started beating against my ribs like a trapped
bird. He was a shifter. 


Mathias’ hand settled on my shoulder, and he pulled me
around the pillar. I looked up into his blue-green eyes in time to catch a hint
of concern in their depths before they changed to something very like
consternation. Before I could question him, he tilted his head down bringing
the 10 blazing above his head further into my line of sight as he touched his
mouth to my ear. His breath was warm as he whispered in an undertone, “It’s
Titus. Bear shifter.”


I swallowed hard. Bears could be obnoxiously tenacious.
“Face or scent?” I breathed.


“Both,” came the clipped reply.


It was worse than I thought. For Mathias to have this reaction,
the shifter could only be employed by Weard. I bit my bottom lip as my mind
raced with possible ways to get away without drawing unwanted attention.
Mathias was no longer looking down at me. Instead, his attention was fixed on
the towering block of a building on the far side of the Piazzetta, the Doge’s
Palace with its whit stone façade of curved arches and pillars. A faint frown
pulled at his mouth.


Following his gaze, I couldn’t keep from tensing as my gaze
caught on movement in the shadows of the arches. Three men hurried out of the
shadows of the Doge’s Palace with 8s blazing above their heads, their movements
swift and focused. I couldn’t look away as they hurried across the square,
passing far too close to our makeshift shelter. Mathias’ hand on my shoulder
gripped tighter and compelled me to look up. He brought his hands up to cradle
my face just before he ducked down to kiss me.


There were a few chuckles and whistles from those passersby
who noticed us, but my awareness of them faded as the kiss overwhelmed all of
my senses. It was almost enough to distract me from our situation until he
broke the kiss. I was struggling to catch my breath when I caught a glimpse of
three 8s retreating toward the Doge’s Palace as Mathias straightened, and
reality threw a cold wave on whatever warmth his actions had stirred to life.
They had Titus with them. The crowd instinctively parted before them, and I was
able to track their progress until the moment they vanished into the shadows of
the palace.


I let out a shaky breath as I leaned more of my weight
against the pillar at my back. My heart still pounded in my chest, though now
it was likely due to the combination of a close call with the high numbers and
the kiss. If I weren’t so terrified of being caught, I might have laughed at
the thought of kissing the only 10 I had ever known. It marked Mathias as one
of the most dangerous men in the world, if not the most dangerous given that
the others of his species I had met never rose above a 9. If anyone had told me
a year and a half ago that I would have any sort of willing involvement with a
high number, I would have called them crazy. It wouldn’t have mattered if he
had a delicious British accent or not. Oh, how things had changed since I first
encountered Mathias in Olympia, Washington.


My name is Lauren Hope . . . and I’m what’s called a
Spotter. I spot the people who are or can be threats. I see numbers floating
over their heads that indicate their threat potential. The higher the number,
the more dangerous the person, and the greater the threat. No other paranormal
has this ability, and that makes it a very dangerous gift due to the fact that
there are just as many people who would love to control me as there are who
would kill me to keep their deadliness secret. Exploitation or destruction
weren’t the kind of choices I wanted to make, so I spent my entire life hiding
what I am and keeping my head down. Until I met Mathias.


A small cynical voice still occasionally piped up with a
longing for the simple days before Mathias showed up at Halliman’s, the premier
PR firm for the paranormal community, on loan from Weard Enterprises . . . the
preeminent security company in both paranormal and norm society. Technically,
he had been sent there to flush me out of hiding since Weard was now in the
business of openly hunting innocent paranormals for their unique abilities. We
had been on the run almost a full year now, fleeing first across the States,
before making our way to Scotland where I learned the truth about Mathias’ own
unique abilities. He was one of the last of the Myrmidons, a heritage doused in
infamy to the point that Mathias shouldn’t even exist. There were many who
would kill him out of fear if they knew he was of the same species as Achilles.


I quickly silenced the voice. I never would have survived on
my own this long as the target of Weard without Mathias. And, he wasn’t even
the one who had exposed me. Weard had only sent him to try and confirm what
they already suspected.


Mathias pressed another quick kiss to my lips, then wrapped
his fingers around mine and tugged me forward. He moved with unhurried
casualness through the crowd easily joining a knot of tourists. All of them
were 5s with a couple of 6s near the front of the group, and every last one of
them was chattering with a British accent. Mathias at least would fit right in.
I had to take three steps for his every one since he towered over my slender
five foot two by a foot. It was exasperating at times.


As he led the way along the fringes of the group, I caught
whispers of conversations that weren’t preoccupied with admiring the historical
beauty of Venice. There were murmurs of Weard pushing its bounds, and a couple
of them exchanged nervous looks before glancing around and then whispering
something about war. I swallowed hard and quickly directed my gaze to admiring
the face of the Doge’s Palace as we made our way along its front. It wasn’t
just the talk of war that bothered me. When we fled to the British Isles after
escaping Weard’s trap in Olympia, Washington, Weard had resorted to fabricating
claims of my being a criminal complete with news coverage and my face plastered
across the paranormal media.


I reached up nervously to touch my dark hair with my free
hand, wishing I hadn’t left my shawls packed away when we arrived in Italy. My
Turkish heritage had granted me the dark features and olive-toned complexion to
blend in with my pick of countries in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and
around the Mediterranean. Yet, wearing a shawl over my hair usually did the
trick to finish convincing people that I just had one of those faces. I never
wore the shawl when working at Halliman’s so it was enough of a difference that
it usually worked as a simple disguise for me. If one of these paranormals
recognized me from the news coverage at the beginning of the year, it could
ruin what little distance we had managed to put between Weard’s dedicated
hunters and ourselves.


Mathias’ grip tightened on my hand as the gondoliers called
to tourists, and part of the group split off just before the bridge to walk
down the stone steps leading to the gondolas. We didn’t follow. Instead, we
walked up the neatly arched stone bridge and paused at the top. Mathias
maneuvered his way to the railing, then pulled me around in front of him. I
stared down at the greenish-blue water just as the tip of a gondola appeared
from beneath the bridge.


Remaining a warm presence at my back, Mathias braced his
hands on either side of the railing. “It’s called the Ponte della Paglia. Best
place to view the Ponte dei Sospiri, the Bridge of Sighs.” He pointed at the
enclosed arch bridge connecting the Doge’s Palace to the building across the
canal, white stone both beautiful and intimidating with even the two square
windows covered by stone bars.


Remembering that we were pretending to be a newlywed couple
happily enjoying an Italian holiday, I forced a smile. “Why is it called the
Bridge of Sighs?”


“You can thank Lord Byron for that. He claimed there was a
story that the prisoners being marched from the Doge’s Palace into the New
Prison would pause on that bridge and sigh as they gazed out on their last view
of beautiful Venice before they were taken down to their cells. Never more to
gaze on the jewel of Italy’s crown, the Queen of the Adriatic, Venice.”


My smile grew genuine as I murmured, “You’re poetic. Ever
considered getting into theatre?”


Mathias chuckled. “Poetic it might be, but it was hardly
realistic. You can’t see a bloody thing from that bridge.”


He handed me a camera, which I immediately used to take a
picture of the bridge. As I lowered the camera, my eyes caught on the gold
tattoo wrapped around my right arm. Stretching from about mid-forearm to my
wrist, the tattoo looked like a spiral bracelet ending with a fox’s head that
rested directly across my right wrist. A souvenir of our time in Thrace and
Greece this spring, and now a sign that I was permanently attached to a
Myrmidon.


It had been so humid this morning that I had left behind my
jacket, opting instead to only wear a sleeveless cotton top with my jeans and
boots. So far, no one had seemed to notice the tattoo or its significance. A
small benefit to being involved with a man whose species wasn’t supposed to
exist anymore. Still I kept my voice low as I asked, “Are you sure this is
wise? A bear shifter . . .”


The words died on my lips as Mathias moved his hand, so he
now caressed over the tattoo. The tingling sensation of his touch was almost
enough to distract me. Almost. I tilted my head to look back and up at him. A
mischievous smile pulled at his lips. “Mathias, try to focus.”


He traced his thumb over the fox’s head.


Rolling my eyes, I chided, “Not on me, dear. On the
question.”


He stepped closer as the crowds continued crossing the bridge,
their excited conversations buzzing at a volume to make eavesdropping
practically impossible. He lowered his mouth to my ear once more, still lightly
tracing over the tattoo, and murmured, “Titus was an exception. The dragon
prince has neither love nor tolerance for hunters of Weard in her city. She
believes they have contributed to some of the preservation issues plaguing
Venice. True or not, her unchanging distaste for Weard makes Venice a safe
place for us to hide.”


“By standing in front of the dragon prince’s palace?” I
couldn’t help pointing out. All of this went against my long habits of staying
unseen and unnoticed by keeping out of the way of high numbers. Intentionally
going somewhere I knew high numbers abounded still made my skin crawl with the
urge to run in the opposite direction.


Mathias chuckled and kissed my cheek before he pulled me
after him. We let the crowd carry us over the bridge. He looped an arm around
my shoulders and responded in an undertone, “Has anyone told you that you worry
a mite much?”


“Only in a British accent,” I countered drily even as my
eyes were drawn from the colorful faces of buildings to the boats on the canal
to our right. A few of the gondolas were empty, waiting for tourists to take
the risk. Gondoliers clad in the classic striped shirt, black pants, red sash
around the waist, and flat straw hat waved as they called out in a mix of
Italian, English, and even some fae languages. Those calling out in fae tended
to be winged sprites; although, there was a hobgoblin whose tail flicked over
the edge of a gondola like a lazy cat’s. I quickly looked away before we made
eye contact. I did not want to be recognized.


Mathias’ grip around my shoulders tightened as my pace
instinctively tried to quicken. He ducked his head to whisper, “It is more
dangerous to always run than to rest in safe places. We’re all right.”


I didn’t quite believe him. The cynical voice in my head
countered that he didn’t worry about high numbers because he was the only 10 in
existence. He didn’t understand what I had lived through as a lowly Spotter. I
shut down that thought immediately. One thing I had learned while running with
Mathias was certain—being a high or low number didn’t corner the market on pain
and loss. We were both the last of our kind for all intents and purposes. And,
it was only by adapting that either of us survived this long.


I wasn’t totally comfortable with hiding in a dragon
prince’s shadow. The one I had met in Thrace had been terrifying enough since
royal dragons can identify other paranormals’ species just with a single
fleeting encounter. However, I feared Weard’s intentions more. And, I did trust
Mathias.


He must have felt some of the tension seep from my shoulders
as he kissed the top of my head. Turning us toward the gondolas, he grinned
down at me. “Come on, let’s enjoy Venice while we’re here.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


It was a dream I had not had since going on the run with
Mathias. Yet, it swallowed me so completely that I soon forgot it was nothing
more than a nightmare.


Everything was dark. I stood on tiptoes and pulled at the
windowsill to see out the window. There were shadows moving in the dark. I
could see the fuzzy glow from their numbers, but not the numbers themselves.


“Lauren!”


I dropped to the floor in fright and raised my hands over my
eyes. I didn’t like the new numbers.


“Lauren,” came the soft accented call. Mama’s hands were
warm as she tugged my hands down so I had to look at her. Her dark eyes looked
so sad.


“Are the bad numbers coming?”


Mama didn’t answer; she just brushed my hair back. I caught
a glimpse of a man standing to the side, but then Mama distracted me by
touching my cheek so I was looking at her again. I placed my small hands on her
cheeks, wishing I could make her happy again.


The man called in a hoarse whisper, “Natalia, we must go
now.”


A tear rolled down Mama’s cheek before she unfastened her
sapphire necklace and fastened it behind my neck. Distracted, my attention and
hands dropped to touch the teardrop pendant. Mama never let me wear it before now.


“Lauren, look at me, sweetie.”


I looked up and Mama gave me a smile that shook. “You must
be a brave little girl for Mama, do you understand?”


I nodded solemnly.


Her smile faded as she leaned in close, lowering her voice,
as she added, “You must never speak of the numbers. Remember, Lauren?”


Eyes widening, I bobbled my head in a nod. Mama always said
not to speak of the numbers. They were special, and they were dangerous. The
numbers had to be a secret.


I glanced up at Mama’s number. A 4 instead of a 3.


The man’s voice came closer. “Natalia!” He took Mama by the
arm and pulled her to her feet. Away from me.


Fear filled me as the man with the shadowy face pulled Mama
further away. I looked up at the space above his head. The faint glow changed
into a 9. I cried out for my mother, but she didn’t come back.


Another shadow turned into the figure of a man walking away
from me. Something about it made my breathing hitch. Tears rolled down my
cheeks as I gave another cry and ran toward the shadow, hands outstretched.
“Baba! Baba, don’t leave!”


The shadows pounced. They blocked my sight. Until I ran into
a pair of legs. I fell to the ground. The large shadow loomed over me. A 9
glowed over his head. I screamed as the 9 reached shadowy claws toward me.


A harsh “No!” burst from my lips as I lurched upright, the 9
and its fellow shadows vanishing back into the realm of nightmares. For a
paralyzing moment I didn’t know where I was, and then a large hand wrapped
around my left wrist. My mind ceased panicking long enough for me to register
the sheets pooled at my waist and the glow of a 10 beside me. Mathias and I
were still in the bedroom of our safe house off one of the smaller canals. The
smell of the sea filtered through the arched window, and I tugged the sheets
back up as I flopped down on my back.


Mathias kept hold of me, his thumb lightly stroking across
the inside of my wrist. “Are you all right?”


“Just a bad dream.”


“You were calling for a ‘Baba.’”


The statement was more a question, but he didn’t press.
Instead, he let me gather my thoughts. Even after everything we had been
through together and everything I had done to free him from the more dangerous
side of his Myrmidon heritage, it was still tempting to try to keep him at
arms’ length. To not trust him with everything, which was a completely
ridiculous thing to do. We were both adults, and what was the point of going
through the Trials of Achilles and facing my fear of Greece if I was going to
pull back now?


Turning on my side, I snuggled into Mathias. “It’s Turkish.
I was calling for my father.”


His arm was a heavy and pleasant weight over my waist as he
brushed the hair back from my face with his free hand. “You said they left you
behind.”


Instead of nodding, I buried my face in the crook of his
neck. “Yes. I don’t dream of it often. But, this time I dreamed of high numbers
around us. I dreamed a 9 took my mother away. Then, he came for me.”


I sighed, fingers tapping a rhythm across his chest. Raising
my chin slightly, I looked up into his face and at the 10 glowing in the
darkness of our room. “I’m not sure they were Spotters.”


Mathias made a humming sound, but didn’t give into any
exclamations. Not that he would. He closed his eyes slightly and asked, “Is
that possible?”


“No. Maybe.” I made a face. “I don’t know. I’ve never met
another Spotter. What little information there is about us doesn’t go into that
sort of detail. But, the laws of inheritance mean at least one of them had to
have been a Spotter, right?”


“Perhaps.” Mathias paused a moment before continuing, “It
depends on the species. Some like the shifters, they have the tradition of
mingling their bloodlines with the High Elves under Auberon’s court in the
States. I’ve met quite a few descendants of old peace marriages whose elvish
heritage was so far removed that only the changing of eye color testifies to
their mixed roots. The purebloods don’t have that luxury. It’s part of the
reason they stay isolated even from most other paranormals unless they’re part
of the Old World.”


“They didn’t lose all of their history even with the purge
that sent them to the New World,” I muttered. “Making it far easier for them to
find explanations.”


He abruptly rolled us so I was pinned under him, startling a
laugh out of me. A crooked smile warmed me even as he ducked his head close
enough for our breath to mingle. “I may have an idea as to where to get you
answers. But, we won’t be able to approach until after night falls.”


“Are you going to tell me what the idea is?” I asked, not
really caring about the answer.


Mathias grinned. “Not right now.”


“You said after nightfall?”


He nodded.


I grinned as I reached up to clasp my hands behind his neck.
“Good. We can stay in.”


His own smile widened and he chuckled. “I like the way you
think, Lauren Hope.”


Rolling my eyes, I tugged him closer. “Oh do shut up.” Then
to make sure he did, I kissed him. Much better than dodging around the city. So
much better.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Two


 


Mathias


 


The Rialto Bridge shone beneath the lights strung along
the backs of the shops framing either side of the bridge’s sloping arch. Most
of the light emanated from the portico in the center connecting the exteriors
of the ramps with the inner path between the two lines of shops. It was past
midnight and the dragon prince had called for a curfew so even the Grand Canal
of Venice was nearly silent. The Rialto Bride itself was deserted.


I kept Lauren on my left as we approached. Despite my
assurances that the absence of Weard’s hunters was a good thing, there was a
lingering possibility that the dragon prince could object to our presence as
well, if we caught her eye. I glanced at Lauren. She had donned a head scarf
once again, this one a dark blue, wearing it loosely tucked inside her leather
jacket. Something told me that of the two of us, I was more in danger of
catching the dragon prince’s attention. I would simply have to avoid doing so.


We climbed up the stairs with careful steps, making as
little noise as possible. The shops lining either side of the interior of the
bridge were completely dark, shades pulled down in the windows, and closed up.
I kept one ear open for any hint of an ambush out of habit.


However, I heard nothing, saw nothing, until we drew closer
to the pinnacle of the bridge and the light of the portico spilled its golden
glow over the ground. I stopped just in front of the portico moving Lauren and
myself into the protection of the shadows. Feeling her gaze on me, I raised a
finger to my lips. She gave a slight nod and pressed in close.


A bell tolled once as we waited, and then I heard the sound
of someone moving with less stealth. A shadow extended from the portico. I
stepped into the light.


I watched in amusement as Vittore Bruno cursed at me as he
jumped and dropped his cigarettes everywhere. He glared at me. “You. Look what
you’ve done.”


“Those will kill you.” Tugging on the edges of my coat, I
smirked. “You’re welcome, and did you not see me coming?”


Vittore sniffed and looked down his aquiline nose at me as
he pulled a pipe out of his satchel. “I’m a seer not a mind reader. And, I
haven’t had any visions concerning you. Imagine having visions every time a
person you crossed paths with happens to think of you.” He waved the stem of
the pipe at me as he added, thin brows sinking toward his nose, “And I should
thank you to leave. I don’t want you here disrupting this beautiful night. Not
like the last time.”


“Now let’s try to remember clearly, shall we? Our last
meeting was one of mutual accord.” I paused, recalling how I had caught the
seer on a nighttime stroll in the past. “You remain a creature of habit,
Vittore. A habit you would not be enjoying now had I not extended such
generosity in the past. You could show some courtesy.”


Vittore cursed at me again and clamped his lips around the
stem of his pipe. Approaching the seer had been a risk since the dragon prince
and her consort now employed him. Yet when I had explained my idea to Lauren,
she had been willing to try. I watched Vittore puff at his pipe, the herbs
glowing faintly in the cup, as I listened to the sound of voices carrying
faintly across the waters. They were far enough away that I was not worried. As
long as we kept our own conversation quiet.


“Cease fussing so much and, maybe, I shall finish my
business with you quicker.”


The seer blew out a ring of smoke. His brown eyes narrowed
in suspicion. “Why are you here tonight, Mathias?”


“I’m calling in a favor.” I heard Lauren’s barely audible
footsteps behind me, and I stepped to the side. “We need your help with a
question.”


I looked down at Lauren as she came up beside me, a long
strand of dark hair resting against her lightly tanned skin. I gave her a
slight smile. My attention swung back to Vittore, however, as the pipe fell to
the stones beneath our feet with a clatter. The seer’s eyes were unfocused, and
his jaw slackened before he raised a shaking hand and drew in a deep breath.
His voice came out in a booming shout, “The protector and the destroyer.”


I stepped toward him, but it was already too late. I could
hear shouts carrying from across the waters. Guards meant to enforce curfew had
heard Vittore. I muttered a curse under my breath but there was no time to
waste. “Vittore, what are you seeing?”


The seer’s unfocused eyes seemed to fix on me for a moment
as he pointed toward me. “The protector.” Then, his attention drifted to
Lauren. “The destroyer!”


“You’ve mixed us up,” I stated in a hushed tone. “What are
you seeing?”


Vittore’s expression changed once more. His gaze cleared and
sharpened as he looked between us. “What is your species, woman?”


“Too late for questions,” I interrupted, stepping between
them. “You called the watch down on us.”


Vittore cursed, but I ignored him as I quickly turned to
Lauren. “Stand to the side, close to Vittore, and say nothing.”


The squad of soldiers was so close now that I knew Lauren
could hear them. She nodded. “Try not to get in too much trouble.”


I smirked at her. “Don’t worry. I have you to get me out of
it.”


A fleeting smile appeared before she slipped to the far end
of the portico where it emerged onto the exterior stairs. She was clever as
always as she put Vittore between us, slipping out then going still as the seer
continued frowning at me. At least, he didn’t say anything as the soldiers
raced up the inner stairs to the portico. I kept my hands down and slightly out
from my body. “Gentlemen, is there a problem?”


Eight soldiers, three dragon-born and the others most likely
dragons proper. Cool instinct whispered that I could incapacitate them all. I
ignored it with ease, however. Getting into a fight with the dragon prince of
Venice would put a target on our backs of greater accuracy than what Weard was
currently capable.


As eight more soldiers ran up from behind, I turned back to
the ones in front of me and offered a rueful smile. “I don’t suppose you would
be willing to send me off with a warning, chaps?”


Two of the dragon-born leveled crossbows at me whose bolts
dripped with a liquid of some type. Tranquilizer meant to bring down even the
most powerful paranormals no doubt. Whether they were the kind that worked on
Myrmidons, I didn’t know. I also wasn’t particularly interested in finding out.
I cleared my throat. “I take it that’s a no then?”


One of the dragons stepped closer, her eyes fiery orange and
the reptilian slit pupils contracting, as she looked me over. “You are a hunter
of Weard.”


“I prefer to say I’m retired.”


Her lips curled into a disdainful smile as she retorted,
“Our prince has closed Venice to your kind, hunter. You will face her for your
trespass into her territory.”


Knowing there was no other way, I bowed my head. “Of course.
Please, lead the way.”


As the soldiers closed in around me, I resisted looking for
Lauren. We had set up a plan in case something like this happened. She knew
what to do. I just hoped she didn’t go after Vittore for this misstep.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The sound of the soldiers retreating with Mathias faded
slightly as they left the far end of the bridge. I caught a glimpse of his 10
blazing in the darkness and hemmed in on all sides by 8s. He had been far too
cavalier about being taken into custody by the dragon prince. They thought he
was still bound to Weard! There was an unofficial war brewing between the
company and the rest of the paranormal world, especially with the dragon
princes. What was he thinking?


That he was a 10, and therefore invincible. I closed my eyes
in frustration. This was another reason I spent my life avoiding high numbers
before Mathias and I crossed paths. High numbers by virtue of their strength
and power among paranormals, forget the norms, had a terrible tendency to see
themselves as untouchable by mere mortal things such as death or maiming. Risk
takers mixed with enough pride and self-assurance to make a saint lose her
patience.


When we first arrived in Venice, Mathias had created a plan
in case something happened and we were separated in the crowds due to a hunter
showing up. That plan called for me to grab our go bags and catch a ride at the
outskirts of Venice over to a safe house on the main land. If Mathias didn’t
make it there by sundown, I was to travel on to a second safe house in Naples
to wait for him. If we had been separated by Weard’s hunters.


Leaving Mathias to face the wrath of a dragon prince was
completely different. As much as the little voice in my head jabbered with
panic at the thought of facing another royal dragon, I couldn’t just blindly
proceed hoping that Mathias would make it out all right. I heard the seer
cursing under his breath in Italian and moved before sense could send me
slipping off into the night. The seer startled, dropping his pipe again, as I
rushed him. He was stockier and taller than me, but not enough to tower.


“You.” His eyes narrowed. “What are you?”


“I’m no one.”


His eyes grew glazed and unfocused as his voice deepened,
but thankfully no shouting this time. “No, you are the destroyer.”


I shook my head. “I am not that. If anything, I’m harmless.”


The seer shook his head. “Harmless? Child, you hold the
means to unlocking the destruction of our entire world. Paranormal and norm
will fall to their knees in fear of you.”


I opened my mouth to protest, but the words choked in my
throat. I looked around, fearing another patrol heard him. Fear of me? That was
. . . insane. I was a Spotter. I could expose the dangerous paranormals in a
single glance, enough for people to have attempted to wipe out my kind, yes.
But, no one trembled in fear at a Spotter. That was something more suited to
Mathias as a Myrmidon and a 10.


The seer’s gaze focused on me, and the words seemed more his
own now as he suddenly scowled. “I know your face. You are Lauren Hope. The one
who has given Weard the desperation it needed to spur itself into a war with
both dragon princes and the Fae courts.”


My breathing hitched, then steadied as I shook my head. I
stepped closer to him, lowering my voice to just above a whisper. “I was not
the cause. I am a Spotter. We do not start wars.”


“Are you certain?”


“Yes,” I hissed. Tugging at my head scarf, I resisted
pushing it back as my eyes darted in the direction the soldiers had taken
Mathias. “You called those soldiers down on Mathias when you owed him your
existence in the care of the dragon prince. Why did you say nothing?”


The seer’s eyelid twitched before he responded tartly, “Your
presence surprised me. I was not prepared for the seeing to take me. He should
have known better than to bring you here, Destroyer.”


The vise of old familiar panic squeezed around my heart and
itched at my back. Seers were the most terrifying of the low numbers. They
could give me away as a Spotter to the wrong people, and I tried to stay away
from them. Of course, now that Weard had confirmed my existence, it likely
didn’t matter that a seer knew I was a Spotter.


I took a steadying breath and forced the feeling, the need
for escape away. I had to focus. “I am not this destroyer. You are wrong.
Mathias told me what he did for you. He protected you from an assassination
attempt, brought you to Italy so you could find shelter with family in Venice.
You only have the ability to be employed by the dragon prince because of his
help. He said you promised him a favor by virtue of the Order of Delphi. Your
honor as a seer binds you to that promise or you risk losing your ability to
see, to interpret the gift of knowledge in any way to prevent tragedy.”


Anger burned in the man’s eyes, but I forced myself to keep
speaking. “Unless you want to become one of Cassandra’s descendants, you must
pay back your debt. True?”


His lips pursed in clear displeasure at the mention of
ill-fated Cassandra of Troy whose seeings had been cursed to be ignored by all,
but he gave a short jerk of his chin in the affirmative. Sticking his pipe back
into his mouth, he muttered around it. “The rule of three applies. Three
questions, three answers. No more, no less. Choose wisely, Destroyer.”


The demand to know why he called me that rose to the tip of
my tongue, then froze. No. I couldn’t get distracted. Besides seers had a
terrible habit of falling on their gift of knowledge and turning it into a
double-edged sword. The chief problem with foreknowledge was it predisposed one
to self-fulfillment. And, I had enough trouble with strange dreams and a
Myrmidon in the hands of a royal dragon.


“Well? Have you no questions, Destroyer?”


I glanced around, relieved that no one was closing in on us.
Still I kept my voice low as I asked, “Where have they taken Mathias?”


“To the Doge’s Palace to face the dragon prince.”


“What is she going to do to him?”


The man shrugged. He grit the stem of his pipe between his
teeth with enough force that it was a miracle nothing broke. “She is angry with
Weard. Mathias, protector he may be, but he works for Weard. She will make an
example of him.


I had to find a way to reach him first. I almost left then,
but there was one more question to be asked and answered. I hesitated only a
moment before asking the question that had brought us to this disastrous
meeting in the first place. “What must I do to uncover my past?”


At first he scowled at me. Then, his gaze grew unfocused as
his voice deepened once more. “The Destroyer must travel to the seven hills.
There she will find the one called Raz Yakov. He will set her path before her
feet.”


When his gaze cleared, the seer’s eyes narrowed in
suspicion. “Woman, you are going to bring disaster down on us all. Mathias
should have left you wherever he found you. The questions asked have been
answered. My debt is repaid. Do not approach me again.”


He turned and ran down the bridge without another word to
me. As the seer vanished into the shadows, I adjusted my head shawl and started
down the bridge. My heart was pounding already, but I forced myself to keep
heading down the streets. I had to get to the Doge’s Palace. Preferably without
being arrested.


I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t know exactly what I was going
to do, but apparently I was going to go into a royal dragon’s lair . . . on
purpose . . . again. For Mathias.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Three


 


Mathias


 


The inner chambers of the Doge’s Palace were a testimony
both to the history of Venice and the draconic fondness of precious treasures.
Rich wallpaper and gold gilding framing the artwork of Renaissance masters. The
dragon princes had certainly kept Venice’s reputation for wealth and
aristocracy in good repair. Lauren would have loved seeing it, if there weren’t
a pair of royal dragons in residence.


As we entered the audience chamber, I made a show of looking
around at the painted ancient maps covering nearly every inch of exposed wall.
There were two globes placed in the center of the hall, each taller than the
average man, one that showed the earth and the other the heavens. Relics of the
past when Venice was the queen of the Adriatic Sea, as well as the Mediterranean.
I noted the empty throne at the far end of the hall, carved into the wooden
line of chairs, before I focused on the two people standing in front of the
globes.


The man stood with the practiced balance of a soldier, his
blond curls carefully gelled into submission, and clad in an unbuttoned suit.
His brown eyes cut to me, but he said nothing though his nostrils flared. Then,
he turned back to the woman and leaned his head toward her though he still
didn’t speak a word.


The woman was a different matter. She was wearing a cobweb
silk dress that belonged at an extravagant ball not an interrogation. After
travelling through one of the hubs of sylph dressmaking, I was certain the
dress was also of sylph making. Material that did not resist magic like
norm-made clothing did. For shifters, Dragon or Therian, that meant they did
not need to fret over ruined wardrobes and arriving at a destination with
nothing but a smile to adorn their mortal forms when they shifted back. But
sylph made cloth was the most expensive and most adaptable of all paranormal
made clothing, so to own even one dress that was wholly sylph made was a luxury
that few could afford. Even among the dragons, since the sylphs did not like to
leave their ancient homelands.


I flicked my attention from the dress to the jewels. Opals
and pearls. A heavy necklace made of strands of opals and pearls against white
gold adorned the woman’s neck and matching earrings hung from her ears. She had
a strong aquiline nose and her dark brown hair was twisted into an elaborate
knot with pearls scattered throughout. Her olive skin tone was darker than
Lauren’s and contrasted neatly with her outfit. As she turned fiery eyes on me,
I offered a slight bow. “Dragon Prince Cesarina, the rumors do not do your appearance
justice.” I straightened as I added lightly, “Nor your . . . hospitality.”


The dragon prince arched an eyebrow at me. She rested a hand
on the globe showing the surface of the earth as she spoke in a resonate alto,
“I have had many paranormals enter this audience chamber in the decades since I
inherited my father’s title and territory. However you are the first Myrmidon.
I should kill you now for merely existing. Abomination.”


I offered a smirk as I glanced from her to the man before I
raised a finger. “As honored as I would be to be slain by a dragon prince, you
must understand that I have a schedule to keep. Dying simply isn’t on table
today.”


The dragon prince’s lips curved into the slow smile of a
predator, her eyes still shining with reptilian glee. “You mistake my meaning,
abomination. My schedule states otherwise. In fact, I think it would be a most
reasonable way to end this old night and begin the new day.”


“Italian dragons are always so bloodthirsty,” I tsked. “Did
you learn nothing from the fall of the Medici clan?”


She gave a low husky laugh that was tainted with a hint of
sulfur. She shook a beringed finger at me. “Careful, abomination. You never
know whose blood still lives.”


I shrugged. “Everyone knows the Medici clan died out as far
as proper dragons. Only a few dragonborn still carry the blood, and most of
them went stark raving mad due to all the inbreeding.”


The dragon prince tilted her head, eyes narrowing at me. “So
you know your history. Yet, you dare to enter my city?”


“Who could pass up the opportunity to see the jewel of the
Adriatic?” I countered. I glanced from her to the man, who lingered too close
to be anyone other than her consort, before adding with perfect politeness,
“Though perhaps the name has been misapplied. From what I see, you are a far more worthy recipient of
the title ‘Jewel of the Adriatic.’”


The dragon prince smiled, showing all her teeth. “How
flattering. Pity, you are British, though. You simply do not have the panache
of a proper Italian man. You speak flattering words couched in politeness but
you mean quite the opposite, do you not?”


“I would hardly say such a thing,” I countered smoothly.


The dragon prince only smiled. “Of course, you wouldn’t
state something quite so baldly. Even abominations must have manners it seems.”


“Well, I do hope to please.”


“Truly?” A dangerous edge entered the dragon prince’s voice
as she looked me over. “Then, why is it you dared to enter my city when someone
so . . . knowledgeable as you claim to be regarding the dragon families would
know that my family has never welcomed the hunters of Weard inside the bounds
of fair Venice.”


I spread my hands wide. “As I told your lieutenant, I prefer
to say that I am retired.”


The dragon prince darted forward, her hand shifting to
expose opalescent scales and sharp claws. She caught my chin in her grasp and
pulled it down so I stared into her fiery eyes. Sulfur coated her breath as she
hissed, “Do not make the mistake of mocking me, abomination. It is within my
rights as the protector of Venice to purge the city of threats including those
like you. Your kind is not protected anymore, if you recall. That which no
longer exists has no protection.”


Ice filled my veins, urging me to act, and I narrowed my
eyes at her. I do not like being threatened. “If you are wise, you will release
me,” I stated in a low voice. “I would hate to make a mess in such a historic
building.”


A snarl curled her pink lips and the claws dug deeper into
my chin, breaking the skin. “Do not threaten me, abomination.”


“Your grace!”


The dragon prince’s slit pupils widened for an instant,
giving away her surprise. I, on the other hand, closed my eyes as I recognized
the breathless call. I couldn’t turn my head to look at her, but she came
closer to us as she spoke again. “Great one, please demonstrate the mercy of
the dragon princes, not their vaulted wrath. If he has given offense, he will
apologize.”


Opening my eyes, I stared into the contemplative gaze of a
plotting dragon. Her hand flexed, claws sinking deeper and causing fresh blood
to well, before she released my chin and I was able to straighten my neck. The
dragon prince Cesarina was not a woman given to exclamations, so the fact that
she remained utterly silent as her consort offered her a handkerchief to clean
her claws was a better indicator of her . . . surprise at the situation than
anything. I ignored the blood trickling down the underside of my jaw and neck
as I cut a glance at Lauren.


She was pale beneath her creamy tanned complexion, dark eyes
wide, and the head scarf had fallen to her shoulders. I glanced behind her, but
there were no guards in her wake. That was . . . odd. I didn’t have any time to
think about it, however, as the dragon prince broke her silence. “You would
defend a hunter of Weard?”


“Retired,” I interjected with a lazy smile at the dragon.


She ignored me, her fiery gaze focused on Lauren. “Well? You
burst into my audience chamber and now say nothing?”


“If I say nothing, it is because I believe in being careful
with one’s words.”


Lauren didn’t glance at me, yet I couldn’t help the half
smile that pulled at my lips. A very subtle scolding, indeed. It was almost
enough to distract me from the fact that she had ruined my plan. The smile
vanished.


“Mathias was in the employee of Weard Enterprises when I
first met him, but he is no longer.” Lauren took a step forward, squaring her
shoulders despite being the shortest person in the room, and raised her chin
slightly. “With respect, great one, we came here because we knew Weard’s
hunters would not be permitted to follow us. We came here for a momentary
respite.”


“We?” The dragons exchanged a look and then Cesarina
casually strolled back to the globe. She raised a hand and glowing lights
appeared to hover over the surface. “These globes chart back to older days when
it was not always easy to keep track of the paranormals. Now, I use it to
monitor the movements of threats. For such knowledge is treasure to me. Add to
my collection, little Spotter, and I might be swayed to release this . . . abomination.”


Lauren stepped closer to the dragons, moving past me. My
hands flexed with the urge to grab her by the hand and pull her behind me. I
forced myself to stay still, however. Keeping an eye on her, I turned my
attention to assessing the room for the best escape route.


“You say knowledge is treasure and you are wise,” she began,
showing the wisdom of flattering a dragon first. “I do not hold great stores of
knowledge though I confess to ever seeking it. Therefore, I fear I can offer
only a little that might be of worth to you. I have travelled with Mathias from
the moment we escaped Weard’s hunters nearly a year ago. He could have betrayed
me at any time or abandoned me. He chose to leave the life he knew in order to
protect me. He is Myrmidon, yes, but we have fought for each other. I in turn
have saved his life.”


She yanked her right sleeve back and held up her arm,
exposing the golden tattoo. “If you do not know it, O Prince of Venice, this is
the mark of a Myrmidon bride. I was sent through the Trials of Achilles and
survived. I have faced royal dragons in Thrace, Weard’s hunters, griffins in
the tomb of an Amazon Queen, and the Lamia in Greece. All of them, I faced for
his sake. Believe me when I say I am not the type of woman to make such sacrifices
lightly or for a man who cannot be trusted.” She paused and dipped her head
slightly as she murmured, “I trust too in the fact that you as a wise and
reasonable ruler will not doubt the magnitude of the tasks I have already faced
for the sake of this man . . . nor request another trial.”


I smothered a grin. Lauren Hope telling off a dragon prince
in a very careful and polite way. I never thought to see the day. Despite the
urge to point it out, I kept my mouth shut.


The dragon prince’s face was unreadable as she tapped her
fingers against her thigh. “I see. This . . . abomination . . . He is important
to you. Important enough that you would face me, a royal dragon, though I can
sense the fear quivering within.” She moved closer to Lauren and leaned down as
she took a deep breath. “Though that is not all I sense within you. How very .
. . unexpected.”


Lauren closed her eyes and opened them again. Her body
language screamed of her discomfort, yet she gave no ground. “You are not the
first royal dragon I have faced for his sake. Though, I do hope you are the
last. Prince Ciril of Thrace may give you further knowledge of our meeting, but
I will share why he spared us both when we made our way into his territory. He
spared us because he knew that the new leader of Weard Enterprises, the one who
so boldly and brazenly ignores the common laws of courtesy and who is making a
sport out of hunting down non-threatening paranormals such as myself for the
purpose of abusing our gifts, is crossing too many lines. He hunts the
paranormals who cannot easily withstand the power of his hunters. He risks
exposure to the norms. And, he does not care whether the dragons or the Fae
object. If you kill us or turn us over to Weard in the name of peace, you will
only hasten the demise of the very peace you seek to protect. That is what
Prince Ciril knew, and now I have shared it with you.”


The dragon prince straightened, her features hard and
unreadable. She glared down her aquiline nose at Lauren before turning her
fiery gaze to me. “What do you know of Royal Carith?”


“He was a friend.”


“Is still a friend,” Lauren corrected. “He helped us escape
Britain by laying a false trail, though we’d heard he’d been . . . wounded.”


The dragon prince’s mouth quirked in a humorless smile as
her gaze returned to the globe. “Weard Enterprises has dared to place a price
on his head and those of other members of the Carith and Krall clan. Both in
the Old World and the New. This . . . leader has caused disruptions to the
entire clan even to the point of forcing the Carith and Krall twins in the
States to call on their contacts in the rest of the paranormal world for help
protecting their PR firm. Others besides Royal Carith have been driven
underground.”


“Then you know why we were spared,” Lauren asked with a hint
of apprehension in her voice.


“Yes. And no.” The dragon prince waved a hand to her consort
who took out a small tablet and showed it to us. A picture of Lauren surrounded
by draconic script appeared before he turned it away once more. The dragon
prince nodded to the tablet as she continued, “Prince Ciril of Thrace sent out
a warning to all the dragon princes of the Mediterranean region that you,
Lauren Hope, were to be protected at all costs from the hunters sent by Weard.
He did not mention that you would be travelling in the company of a man once
counted among them. I have captured four hunters, including one today, since
just before you arrived in my city. And, I grow tired of being forced to do
so.”


Lauren’s dark gaze darted to me before instantly returning
to the dragons. It flicked to the areas above their heads for a brief moment.
She dropped her gaze once more and licked her lips. “We are grateful to have
benefited from your prowess in protecting your territory, great one.”


“Oh I am certain you are,” the dragon prince responded, her
alto voice dropping to a rough purr, “but now something must be done about the
two of you.”


I stepped forward only for the consort to do the same, a
warning look in his eyes. Lauren didn’t look at me, however. Her gaze remained
fixed on the dragon prince. Her tone was cautious when she asked, “Do you have
a particular idea in mind already, great one? Or may we . . . negotiate?”


The dragon prince reached up to play with one of her pearl
and opal earrings, a too satisfied smile playing across her lips. “How quickly
you learn, little Spotter. The situation with Weard grows more . . . annoying
by the day. We have reached out to the water dragons. And, together, we are in
the midst of laying down formal sanctions against Weard Enterprises. We have
even reached out to Auberon and that stubborn furry shifter king. Fortunately,
the Fae have some sway over Caderyn though he complains that he has enough
problems with rebellious factions without adding a quarrel with Weard.” She
raised a hand in mild exasperation. “No doubt we shall have to send an
ambassador of our own to St. Augustine.”


“I assume you do not wish for us to go on your behalf,”
Lauren said quietly.


The other woman let out a laugh. “No. Though the idea does
amuse me. No, I have something different in mind. Something that could prove
beneficial to all involved.”


“What is it you want from us?” Lauren asked.


“What I want is not from you. Though, I suspect you would be
an advantage in this coming war.” The dragon prince turned her gaze to me with
Lauren’s following. The dragon nodded to me. “The council has been discussing
our options. I do not like most of what is said. I believe we will need
something more than mere sanctions to curb the ambitions of whoever is in charge
of Weard. No one seems to know who he is. Only that he has replaced all of
upper management. One way or another.”


“We don’t know who he is either,” I pointed out. “I hadn’t
returned to headquarters between the changing of leadership and my decision to
. . . retire.”


“However, we suspect a rogue dragon to be the most likely
person,” Lauren quickly interjected.


I frowned at her. It would have been better if she hadn’t
mentioned the inevitable sore spot of rogues. Dragon princes in particular
could be . . . tetchy about the matter.


The dragon prince raised a meticulously groomed eyebrow and
nodded. “There are some among the council who agree with that theory. But, none
of our operatives have been able to get close enough to confirm. Which is why I
want you, abomination.”


My brow furrowed, and I shook my head slightly. “I’m . . .
flattered? What is it exactly that you believe I can do for you?”


“You are a Myrmidon. You are bred for war, for strategy, for
every cunning ruthless skill we shall need in order to stop Weard before our
entire world is exposed.” The dragon prince glanced over me and added, “I want
you to work for me, for the council. Your knowledge of Weard is a priceless
advantage. Combined with your very nature as one of the deadliest in the paranormal
world, it is a reasonable belief that you would serve as an invaluable asset.”


“No.”


The dragon prince pursed her lips, then clicked her tongue.
“Come now, Myrmidon. Don’t make decisions in haste. It never serves your kind
well.”


I narrowed my eyes at her. “I’ve been caught in the wars
between dragons before, and I won’t do it again. As I said, I’m retired from
this sort of mess.”


I motioned to Lauren who thankfully crossed to my side. Her
hand slipped inside my left and I grasped it firmly, using the heat of our
contact to push back the icy wrath that had once more crept over me at the
memories. I offered a slight bow to the dragon prince and stepped back only to
pause when she spoke once more. “Does Weard still hold sway over your loyalty,
Myrmidon?”


“As I said, great prince, I retired. There is only one on
this earth who holds my loyalty these days.”


“And who is that?”


My grip tightened on Lauren’s hand even as I offered a
mocking smile. “My wife. Naturally. We thank you for your hospitality. Now, we
shall be leaving. Don’t worry, we won’t stay in Venice past sunup.”


I started backing away, Lauren in step with me, with the
dragon prince studying us both far too closely. Her tone was contemplative when
she opened her mouth and murmured, “To leave one’s loyalty to a single person
is so . . . vulnerable, Myrmidon. Your kind should know better. For it was the
Myrmidons who were the first to enforce loyalty by means of a mate, was it
not?”


I stopped still and met her gaze as I pulled Lauren directly
behind me. “You can have Lauren when I’m dead. Not a moment before and if you
try, you must trust that my rage will be unstoppable, and I won’t care whose
side gets in my way. I won’t be able to care.”


Lauren’s fingers wiggled within my grasp, and I eased my
hold. Then she clung to my hand with more fervor, nails digging into the back
of my hand. The pressure was enough for me to break my gaze with the dragon.
Looking down, I met Lauren’s wide eyes. She gave the faintest shake of her
head. I closed my eyes for a moment and offered a slight nod in return.


When I turned back to the dragon prince, I managed to push
more civility into my voice as I raised my free hand. “It seems we are now at
an impasse. Have we leave to go?”


“Provided you leave my city no later than sunup.” The dragon
prince glanced at Lauren and added, “I hope for all our sakes that your trust
in this abomination is not misplaced. And, that you will not hesitate to use
that which is within you. It stirs now, but you will need to awaken it fully if
you wish to have the power to withstand this coming storm.”


 


* * *












Chapter Four


 


Lauren


 


The dragon prince was generous enough to lend us an
escort back to our safe house. If I hadn’t already been torn between anger and
worry, I might have been just a little bit amused at the pinched expression
Mathias wore when the two 8s politely gestured for us to enter the house. As
soon as we were inside the house, however, Mathias turned the pinched
expression on me. “We had a plan.”


“Yes, one that was meant for when we were separated in a
crowd due to evading Weard’s hunters. Not you being led off to the dragon
prince.” I dug through my go bag to find the first aid kit as I added, “What
were you thinking? Antagonizing her?”


“I had everything under control,” came the smooth reply.


I cast him a dirty look. “Did you?” Opening the kit with a
bit more force than necessary, I pulled out the disinfectant and a clean cloth.
Then, I pointed at him. “Sit, so I can reach.”


Mathias let out a sigh, but didn’t resist as he perched on
the edge of the bed. His blue-green eyes studied my face closely as I cleaned
away the drying blood. “What on earth possessed you to come running into the
lair of a royal dragon?”


“They had taken you, and I have fought too hard to just
stand by.” I frowned at him as I cleaned the last of the blood from his throat.
“Antagonizing a royal dragon is a death wish. Even a 10 like you should know
that. How could you call that ‘under control’?”


“They weren’t 10s were they?”


His tone was so light and casual I wanted to smack someone .
. . like him. I glared at him. “Mathias, they were both 9s and for your
information, two 9s make 18, which is always greater than a single 10.”


The side of his mouth pulled up into the little half smile
that normally warmed me from head to toe. He shrugged. “I don’t think the numbers
work that way. Otherwise, 10s wouldn’t be quite so feared.”


“If you had unleashed the Myrmidons’ cold fury on the dragon
prince and her consort, you would have destroyed everything we fought for up to
this point,” I stated quietly. My hands were trembling as I dabbed the
disinfectant along either side of his chin. The memory of the dragon prince
with her claws cutting into his skin brought back the terror of that moment.
The thought of losing him had struck me harder than having to march into the room
and call the attention of two 9s to myself. I didn’t even want to imagine what
would have happened if I’d lost him.


“Lauren, sweetheart,” he reached up to still my fingers, “I
would never do anything like that. No matter how bothersome a dragon decides to
be.” His eyes glowed with sincerity as he brought my palms close enough to kiss
them. “Trust me?”


“Yes.” I paused a deliberate beat then added, “I still think
you were an idiot in there.”


He grinned. “That’s fair.”


“And from now on, should we need to enter a dragon’s
territory, I want you to carefully consider what happened here and not repeat
it.” I pointed a finger at him as I added, “Because if you do, Mathias, so help
me, I will find a way to sneak in again and throw something heavy at your head.
I went to Greece for you!”


He grabbed my hand again and placed a kiss against my
extended finger. Then, he grinned as he pulled me into his lap. Wrapping his
arms around me, he hugged me close. “Yes, you did. I promise no more Greece.
Although, I rather thought you enjoyed your trip to Sparta.”


Despite my efforts to remain annoyed with him, the blood
rushing to my cheeks rather defeated me. I rolled my eyes at him. “You can’t
behave at all, can you?”


“Not particularly,” he murmured in agreement.


He leaned in for a kiss and I touched a finger to his lips
instead. “Don’t we have a deadline?”


“Forget the deadline. And dragons,” he grumbled as he pushed
my finger away. His gaze dropped to my lips. “I know exactly what I want to do
next.”


“Mathias, we have to figure out a destination.”


“Naples is always nice. Or Verona. Unless you would prefer
to go to Pisa?” He leaned in again, but this time angled his head down to trail
kisses along my neck.


“Mathias, I really need you to focus.” He was making it
rather difficult to think at the moment.


“I am focused,” he murmured between kisses.


“Wrong kind of focused.”


He pulled back slightly and offered a sly smile that nearly
took my breath away. “I can think of other areas to focus on if you prefer.” He
pressed a kiss to the corner of my jaw, then to the right of my mouth.


My resolve weakened with every kiss. With more effort than
usual, I pulled myself out of his arms and his lap. “Mathias, please behave.”
Taking a steadying breath, I turned to face him and lowered my voice in case
the so called escort still lingered. “The seer saw something. Aside from the
fact he kept calling me the . . . Destroyer.” I swept my hair back out of my
eyes as I recalled the seer’s exact words. “He said I would find the answers to
my past or the path to finding them in the seven hills.”


Mathias frowned, play forgotten, as he rose to his feet.
“What did he say exactly?”


The memory of the seer’s words had been imprinted on my mind
with such force that they rose readily when summoned. My throat tightened as I
forced the words out in a low whisper, “The Destroyer must travel to the seven
hills. There she will find the one called Raz Yakov. He will set her path
before her feet.”


“Raz Yakov?” Mathias’ brow furrowed for several moments
before he shook his head. “I don’t know the name, which could mean he hasn’t
come to Weard’s attention or merely that I was never in a meeting about him.”


I nodded, mind racing ahead to the next and most important
piece. “But, the seven hills? You know where that must mean, yes?”


“Roma,” Mathias muttered. He grabbed our go bags and slung
them over his shoulder. “All right, I would have preferred Tuscany. More wine.
However, Rome is a place where we will most definitely not run into any more
dragon princes so let’s be off.”


Not running into more dragon princes certainly sounded like
a relief to me. I would prefer not having to worry about rescuing Mathias from
himself. Or from any irate royals. And despite my misgivings about how he had
handled himself tonight, I couldn’t help feeling that Mathias would definitely
be safer if I could keep him out of the company of dragons. Especially those
who wanted to use him in a brewing dragon war.


I prayed that God would show us a little mercy this time.
Going to Rome was a risk. All I wanted was to get in, find this Raz Yakov, and
then find my past. Without falling prey to hunters or being sought out by
dragons again. One powerful and dangerous paranormal in my life was more than
enough, thank you.


 


* * *












Chapter Five


 


Lauren


 


I tended to stay less than well versed about the powerful
paranormals, outside of knowing what areas of the world to avoid. I knew to
avoid Greece as the birthplace of so many paranormal species, and a place where
the paranormal world did not attempt to blend as much into the background of
the norm’s myths and legends. Not that I was very successful at staying out of
Greece this year since the Trials of Achilles required me to trace the journey
of Mathias’ people, the Myrmidons, from their exile in Thrace to Troy and then
to their ancient home of Thessaly. However, Greece was not the only stronghold
of the ancient paranormal community.


Rome was one of the oldest mixed societies in the paranormal
community outside of Greece. Here, there were no dragon princes to hold the
territory. Norms held a few key roles of leadership while ancient species held
sway over the rest. A careful rotation of power resisting all attempts to sway
Rome’s official position of utter neutrality. And, a large number of powerful
high numbers flocked to Roman streets to conduct their business, sometimes with
the aid of a glamour and other times without.


I held a small camera in one hand as I stared across the
width of the Trevi Fountain. So many golden numbers glimmered above the crowds
of tourists and locals alike. They blurred worse than they had in Venice. But,
I could still make out enough of them to retain the sense of my skin crawling
with nerves. So many 7s, so many 8s. Even a few 9s. How could a single city be
so heavily tilted toward the high end numbers?


A mix of species, some I knew were paranormal only because
of their numbers, and languages. So many people chattering at the same time
that it was almost impossible to pick out a single conversation without being
obvious or a species blessed with enhanced hearing. Even standing in the corner
near the back of the fountain wasn’t completely out of the way. Although, I
took care to keep my gaze fixed on the fountain, occasionally snapping
pictures, while desperately hoping no one with a connection to Weard would see
me.


The appearance of a 7 out of the corner of my eye sent my
heart hammering against my ribs like a panicked bird. The woman’s coppery red
hair was twisted and braided into an elaborate chignon, and her slightly
pointed ears gave away her heritage as a High Elf. She was tall too, much
closer to Mathias’ height than my five foot two. Then she gave me an odd look,
hazel green eyes speculative and . . . lightening to gold.


Oh no.


I dropped my gaze to the camera, pretending to check it, as
I took a single deep breath. I had to regulate my breathing, my heart rate.
Anything to keep the shifter beside me from realizing that I was absolutely
petrified or my identity. After messing with the camera and almost dropping it
into the fountain, I raised it to take a picture of the statue of Oceanus. And
another.


A phone rang making me jump. I barely caught the camera
before it fell into the water and quickly clutched it to my chest as the
shifter beside me pulled out her phone. A bright grin that seemed too . . .
normal for a high number to wear, despite my knowing a 10, appeared on her face
when she answered with a purr, “Tigger, you got my message!”


“What have I told you about rearranging my office, you
little mouse?”


The woman laughed low, her smile never wavering despite the
growling voice that sent a chill up and down my spine. “And, I thought you were
calling to declare your undying love for me in a rather dramatic fashion. Do
you miss me?”


“No,” came the deadpan retort.


The elf-born shifter clicked her tongue then chided, “That’s
a very mean thing to say to your mate, Tigger.”


“Yet, you rearranged my office before going to the Old
World.”


She smiled wider. “I knew you would be lonely so I left a
couple reminders of my endearing presence to ease your sorrow during our
current separation.”


“Woman, you are a lunatic.”


I had to agree with him. Although, there was a hint of
fondness beneath his growled exasperation. Looking through the camera lens, I
caught a glimpse of Mathias. I almost didn’t recognize him at first without the
benefit of seeing his number. Thank God, he was back and in one piece.


I glanced at the redheaded shifter once more and carefully
backed up so I could scoot around her. She glanced at me again though her
attention seemed mostly focused on teasing her mate. A man whose growls
confirmed he was also a shifter. Shifters tended to be a very emotional and
volatile group of paranormals. I had always gone out of my way to avoid the
ones who worked at Halliman’s simply because they brought a level of stress
with their complicated politics and loyalties that always left me a quivering
mess. I couldn’t imagine being stuck with one as a mate, especially one of the
more powerful ones.


Shifting my gaze to Mathias, I could certainly appreciate
the irony of being married to a 10. It was . . .  insane. Absolutely
insane. If he wasn’t so very calm and rather sweet in his interactions toward
me, if he had radiated the same aura of power most high numbers did, I never
would have stopped running. Mathias’ crooked half smile soothed my nerves as we
reached each other. Then he swept me into his arms and kissed me, bending me
backwards, as people around us clapped and whistled.


His lips left mine to trail kisses down to my ear and my
muddled brain registered him whispering, “All right, love?”


“Now,” was the only thing I managed to squeeze past my own
breathlessness. This man . . .


He straightened us both and handed me a silver coin. He
tilted his chin toward the fountain. “Make a wish, Lauren.”


Running my thumb over the raised relief of a dragon, I
turned my back to the fountain and closed my eyes. Then, I tossed the coin as
hard as I could over my left shoulder. When I opened my eyes, Mathias smiled at
me. “What did you wish for?”


Leaning into his side as he wrapped an arm around my
shoulders, I smiled to myself. “You do not believe that sharing a wish negates
it then?”


“No, sharing a wish makes it easier to come true.” He
glanced down at me as he added softly, “Because then I’ll know about it.”


Unable to resist, I threw my arms around his middle and
hugged him. “I’m so glad you are not a growly man.”


Mathias let out a bemused chuckle. “I’m . . . flattered . .
. I think.”


“Trust me. You should be flattered because this never would
have happened otherwise.” I glanced in one of the mirrors hanging from a street
vendor’s cart and frowned at the glimpse of coppery red. Mathias’ grip on my
shoulder tightened the barest amount, and I glanced up at him. He offered a
reassuring smile, but I knew he realized the same thing. The woman from the
fountain was following us.


At his nod, I kept talking. “I was actually wishing we would
have a safe . . . trip. All the dissension in the world can be unnerving.”


“I’ll be by your side every step of the way,” he stated,
sincerity shining in his eyes.


And, I believed him. However, I also did not want to get
caught by a shifter, elf-born or not, in the middle of Rome. I caught sight of
a little café and nodded toward it. Mathias immediately angled us so we could
duck into the shelter of the awning. It wasn’t enough to block the street’s
view of us, however.


The woman appeared again, a look of confusion crossing her
face as she glanced around. I grabbed Mathias and rose on my toes to kiss him
as her gaze turned toward us. Then, I spied her moving past the café. Dropping
back to solid footing, I watched the woman meet with another 7, a man with the
darker complexion of an Italian or even Grecian man. She said something to him
and he looked around before shaking his head. Then, the two walked off. I
didn’t care where they went as long as it was away from us.


My heartrate had slowed, and I glanced up to see Mathias
studying me closely. His tone was quiet as he said, “Shifters don’t usually
give up that easily.”


I darted a quick wary peek at where the crowd had swallowed
the two. They hadn’t reappeared. And strange or not, I was too relieved that
they had moved on to really care. Letting out a slow breath, I raised my eyes
back to Mathias. The question emerged in a low whisper. “Did you recognize
either of them?”


“Not the female. But, the male is a contact for Weard. He
helped me a few times in the past when I needed to get into the Mediterranean,
although he normally makes the arrangements without personal appearances. Likes
to joke he carries the burden of Atlas.” Mathias’ gaze wandered from me to the
café. “Are you hungry?”


I blinked at the sudden shift in conversation. “We just had
breakfast.”


“Two hours ago,” he countered easily. His blue-green eyes
shone with warmth that beckoned me ever closer. He dipped his head toward me
and brushed a glancing kiss across the end of my nose, then he murmured in my
ear, “Besides we could use a little snack before walking the rest of the way.”


I smiled a little even as I shook my head at him. “Are you
certain you’re not a shifter yourself? You eat as much as they do.”


Mathias chuckled as he hugged me close to his chest.
“Tracking down obscure people takes a lot of energy. Especially when one cannot
use old contacts in one’s previous business.”


“One must suffer so,” I murmured lightly, turning toward the
café’s entrance.


He grinned down at me. “I knew you would understand. Let’s
see what they have, and then we shall discuss our next stop on the tour, yes?”


The café was typical of Italy, cozy and crowded with
strangers sitting with strangers chattering in Italian, French, and Latin for
the most part. Mathias ordered for us before taking me by the hand and leading
me through the crowded tables of the main room. I kept my attention fixed on
the back of his shirt as it stretched across his broad shoulders. There were
almost all 7s and 8s in this crowd. It was far easier to keep from panicking if
I focused on the 10. Fortunately, he is the only one of his kind.


Mathias seemed far too at ease as he ducked into one of the
little nooks. The conversations around us made it almost impossible for
eavesdropping, but the semi-privacy of the nook prevented any overly friendly
strangers from inviting themselves to our little table for two. As soon as we
sat, Mathias leaned across the table and brushed my hair back behind my ear. He
then tugged lightly on the edge of my loose head scarf, smiling. “Dark green
suits you. But, I like it even better when you’re not wearing it.”


An answering smile tugged at my lips. “I am beginning to
suspect that you are far more deserving of being called a rogue than I ever
have been.”


His grin spread and he gave a low chuckle that did nothing
to even pretend at innocence. “Only for a woman like you, my dear. Promise.”


He winked at me, and I shook my head at his antics. Some
days he acted far more like a green boy than a grown man. Although part of me
was happy to see it. Mathias carried far too many burdens from his past. Enough
to make it a near miracle that he could even act so carefree.


A small laugh escaped me, and a server arrived before I
could think of an appropriate retort. The young man smiled too brightly at me,
interest flickering in his eyes and a 7 glowing steadily above his head. If I
had to guess, he was probably a Fae . . . While Italy and Greece had a penchant
for harboring the demis, descendants of the old gods, they were never so low as
a 7. Mathias reached across the small table to grab my left hand and placed a
very deliberate kiss on my knuckles. The server’s too bright smile immediately
vanished and his bronze cheeks darkened with a blush. He nodded to Mathias as
he set down two small platters before making his escape.


I raised an eyebrow at the 10 across from me. He offered a
crooked smile in reply. “Shall we?”


I glanced down at my platter. A cup filled with a scoop of
vanilla gelato, a wooden spoon, and a ceramic brew pitcher of espresso. I
grinned. “You ordered an affogato?” I glanced at his identical platter. “For
the both of us?”


“Yes.” Although he was looking at it like he would have
preferred to pour something stronger over his gelato.


I couldn’t help my growing smile as I prepared to drown my
gelato. “I am rather surprised that being this close to coffee of any sort
hasn’t curdled your tea drinking blood,” I mused.


Mathias grinned as he shook his finger at me. “If there is
one thing in life all people should know, woman, it is this. Never attempt to
separate an Englishman from his tea.” He paused and grimaced faintly as he
poured his espresso over his gelato. “That being said, however, there are times
when one must make . . . sacrifices.”


“Sacrifices. Really?” I laughed again and began eating the
dessert. “Mmm, perfection.”


I had nearly finished my affogato before I remembered the
real reason we were here. As tempting as it was to pretend otherwise, we hadn’t
come to Rome for a simple getaway. A quick glance around confirmed that our
nearest neighbors were preoccupied with a lively round of debates regarding . .
. the usefulness of the ancient baths and some sort of tournament. I tuned the
noisy chatter out as I finished the last of my espresso soaked gelato and then
pushed the platter to the side.


The table was so small that I was nearly on top of Mathias as
I leaned forward. He immediately closed the distance so our heads were now
together, and he interlaced his fingers with mine. I kept my voice low and
lowered my lashes as I murmured in his ear, “Did you find him?”


“Of a sort.”


I tightened my grip on his hand. “Of a sort? What does that
mean precisely?”


Mathias reached up to tug at the edge of my head scarf
again, making the loose fabric slide across my hair a little. I swatted his
hand away. He glanced down at me, a smile playing around his lips, but utter
seriousness in his blue-green eyes. “I had to find some rather loose lips and
even they couldn’t tell me much. There is a man who might be called Yakov here
in Rome. Specifically, he’s rumored to live in the hypogeum.”


My mind scrambled to recall what little I knew about Rome.
The hypogeum was the formal name for the underground levels of the famed
Colosseum, which were riddled with holding rooms and tunnels leading to the
various schools that long provided entertainment for the games. What
paranormals knew was that the bottom levels of the hypogeum had been preserved
or restored. The Colosseum’s cracked and weathered exterior was a glamour meant
to keep norms safe and out of the way when they played tourist.


I frowned slightly. “So we need to search the hypogeum. It
sounds simple enough. We just join a tour and step through the glamour, yes?”


Mathias ducked his head slightly. His breath was warm
against my skin as he slid his lips across my cheek. I shivered in response,
struggling to keep my mind on the conversation. The man was a pure menace to my
concentration. His lips stopped at my ear and he whispered, “That is not going
to be so simple, I’m afraid. The parts of the Colosseum that are not norm
friendly are also currently operating by invitation only.”


My brow furrowed even as my stomach started tying itself in
knots. “What does that mean for us?”


“Well, my dear, it means we shall need to garner an
invitation.”


“An invitation to what?”


Mathias offered a faint smile. “To participate in the games.
It’s fight season in Roma.”


I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Are you certain
about this?”


“It’s the only way to find this Yakov,” he stated simply. He
rose from the table and held his hand out for me. “Come on, Lauren. We have
three days before the next open event and much to do between now and then.”


I didn’t like the sound of any of this. Yet, I still took
his hand and let him pull me to my feet. As we stepped out of the café, I
looked up at him. “Where are we going now?”


“Shopping, I’m afraid. Come on. Best to get this part over
and done.”


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


I fastened my cuff links and smoothed the front of my
tailored black suit. “Lauren, are you ready?”


The bathroom door swung open and out stepped a vision. A
smile immediately pulled at my lips as I slowly ran my gaze over her. Her
slender five foot two frame was wrapped in a creamy underdress that peeked out
from beneath a partially fastened rich purple overdress. Elegant gold lace
embroidery marched from along the hem up either side of the front of the
overdress and then down the long sleeves as they hung from her elbows. Her
black hair was carefully swept into an equally elegant chignon with a gold
chain draped across her forehead. She looked like a Turkish princess. My
Turkish princess.


I offered a half bow. “I’m honored with your presence,
Princess.”


Lauren’s dark eyes danced with amusement banishing the
nervousness I had seen there. She smiled at me, a blush barely detectable
beneath her creamy tanned complexion. Then her gaze fell to her dress and she
reached for the skirt, the gold bangles on her left wrist jangling as she
plucked at it. “Are you sure this isn’t too much?”


“It’s perfect. And you look absolutely breathtaking in it,”
I assured her. Crossing to her, I caught her hand and raised it to my lips.
“You also look the part. Remember the plan?”


She nodded and reached out to smooth the lapels of my suit.
Her fingers sent hot flashes of lightning everywhere she touched. I almost
forgot the point of the evening and insisted on staying in instead.
Fortunately, I caught myself before the words could escape. Pressing Lauren’s
hands flat against my chest with both hands, I bent toward her. Her dark eyes
widened and her lips parted slightly drawing my attention to them. Being merely
mortal, I couldn’t resist. Closing the scant distance, I brushed my lips across
hers only for Lauren to deepen the kiss as she clutched at my suit.


Wrapping my arms around her, I held her close kissing her
until her hands pushed against my chest. When I stepped back, we were both
breathing hard. I grinned at her. “You torment me, Spotter.”


Lauren reached up to touch her lips, then patted at her
hair. “This was your idea. I am . . . I am merely reminding you of why you
should behave yourself tonight.”


I grinned as I looked over her, but she raised a hand before
I could speak my mind. Giving me a scolding look as she warned, “Don’t say
whatever has put that look on your face. I don’t want to arrive at this event
looking like a blushing bride.”


“You are a blushing bride,” I pointed out. Then my grin
widened as I added, “I like seeing you blush.”


“Mathias, you need to behave.” She held her hand out to me.
“Shall we, heart-love?”


The Myrmidon endearment still didn’t slip off her tongue
smoothly, but I didn’t care. Her words wrapped firmly around my heart and
squeezed it with the reminder of belonging. Of being at home wherever this
woman was. I took her hand, kissed the golden fox head decorating her wrist,
and then tucked it securely in the crook of my arm.


We had switched from our safe house to the more obvious and
opulent hotel that catered specifically to high class powerful paranormals this
morning. Part of the ruse we needed to get a particular invitation. With
paranormals, it was not an unusual thing for me to request one of the more
secure rooms, which meant we needed to ride the glass elevator down from the
tenth floor to reach the lobby. Lauren’s grip on my arm tightened as we emerged
into the bustling lobby. No doubt she was seeing a lot of high numbers. I could
feel the barely contained and debatably controlled power rolling off a good
number of the people. But, it didn’t bother me. A quick glance confirmed there
were no active threats, and I could stop any number of them.


I covered Lauren’s hand with mine and gave it a light
squeeze before guiding us in a casual stroll through the lobby. The other
patrons parted around us, leaving a clear path to the doors. I had left my
sword stowed in our suite, but my knives were concealed beneath my sleeves in case
someone was fool enough to attempt anything. A doorman leapt to open the ornate
doors for us, and then the valet came roaring up in the sleek silver
Lamborghini Aventador I had acquired for the evening. Lauren gave me a look,
but said nothing as I helped her into the passenger side before I strolled
around to the driver’s side.


As soon as I nipped onto the road, however, she turned her
full attention onto me. Possibly so she wouldn’t have to watch me drive with
the abandon of Roman motorists. “Mathias, where did you get this car?”


“I arranged to borrow it for as long as we need it.”


“Borrowed?” She waved a hand at the dash. “Someone let you
borrow this car? It must be worth, I don’t even know how much. Who would let
you borrow this?”


I smiled and glanced at her. “You say that like you don’t
believe me trustworthy with an expensive car.”


“You have crashed two of them in the time I’ve known you.”


“I was run off the road. It’s very different.” I had to stop
talking in order to focus on zipping around the suddenly stalled traffic.
Lauren’s gasp was loud in the silence, and she covered her eyes with both
hands. I chuckled as I slipped back into an opening, joining the mass of cars
impatiently moving through the winding streets. “Now that is a bit of an
exaggeration don’t you think? I’m an excellent driver.”


“I don’t know what’s worse tonight. Having to go to this
thing or watching everyone’s horrible and insane driving. Do not crash!”


I rounded the corner with only a slight fishtail before
changing lanes and gunning the engine. Driving in Rome certainly took a modicum
of . . . daring. However, I relished the challenge of navigating narrow streets
and occasionally difficult directions. Twenty minutes after leaving the hotel,
I pulled up to the valet station half a block from our destination. Other
paranormals in their formal wear were streaming up the block in pairs and,
occasionally, parties of three or more. The scissor door rose and I stepped
out, then strolled around to reach the passenger side. I held my hand out just
as the valet lifted the door. Lauren’s fingers trembled slightly, but nothing
else betrayed her nerves as she took my arm once more. Her heels clicked
against the stone pavement as we approached the Roman Forum.


The lighted edifice of ancient ruins and arches shimmered as
we passed beneath the triumphal arch of Septimus Severus and through the
protective glamour. Where the norms saw only the crumbling ruins and empty
lawns that once held the heart of Roman government, the glamour concealed the
work done by many different paranormal species to preserve their ancient home.
While ruins remained, some had been restored. On either side of the ancient
road, Via Sacra, the remains of Basilica Aemilia and Basilica Julia still
stood, but they now hosted canopies of sheer silk and raised platforms complete
with balconies to look over the road and in Basilica Julia’s case over the long
lawn that was lit by a series of flickering torches.


The history of the place seemed to thrum, and I caught
myself striding more than walking as we traversed the same cobbled stones where
victorious Roman generals and their troops paraded in their Triumphs. Soldiers
who had successfully defended the Republic and later the Empire received their
honors here. Lauren’s light grasp on my arm tightened slightly, and I glanced
down to meet her dark eyes. She raised an eyebrow and murmured in Turkish, “You
look like a little boy finally seeing his favorite playground.”


I gestured to the road as I replied with a slight grin, “Do
you know how many Triumphs these stones have borne witness to in the centuries?
The Romans had the best army after Sparta. Of course, they were clever and
recruited their soldiers from the people who best resisted them, learned from
them. And we are on the western half of the road, the side that dates back to
the early days of the Republic, the same ground that Romulus walked on in his
triumph. What’s more Scipio was here, the man who was able to defeat Hannibal
the Great and that was only after he had almost made peace with him.”


Lauren’s lips curved up in a smile even as she clicked her
tongue. “Allow me to guess. Scipio was a Ten as well?”


“Perhaps or close. Had politics not mucked up Hannibal’s
efforts, Carthage would have been able to defeat Rome herself and history would
no doubt look very different. Scipio was the general who bested and killed
Hannibal’s brother, preventing the brothers from colluding their forces and
striking at the heart of the Republic. Few men were able to face Hannibal on
the field and do anything but retreat or surrender.” I glanced down at the
stones beneath our feet once more. “I always appreciated the fact that Rome
never pretended shame at her military strength. If anything, it was reveled in
and the brilliant generals not only studied strategy and tactics, they lived
and breathed it as though they could only achieve the next life by becoming
Alexander, Hercules, or Julius Caesar.”


Feeling her gaze on me, I met her eyes which were soft with
understanding. “A good thing to appreciate, I think.” She paused and a hint of
teasing entered her dark eyes making them shine as she added, “However, if I
had known that you were such a military history geek, I might have gone out
with you sooner. It’s hard to be intimidated by a man who likes to overshare
facts about his favorite military strategists and debate whether Alexander or
Hannibal was a better tactician.”


I chuckled. “I am not a geek. And, the answer is both
depending on the circumstances.”


“You gushed over the type of helmet Achilles wore when you
were more than half-frozen over,” she countered drily. “You are a geek.”


A gong rang out, the sound harsh as it broke into our
privacy. I looked up to see the rest of the patrons filtering toward either
basilica. Increasing the pace once more, I led Lauren toward the Basilica
Julia, skirting around the end of the lawn even as I eyed the figures already
prowling its length. No doubt, they were preparing for the evening’s true
entertainment. As we approached the basilica, I noted the crowds were thicker
than I had anticipated and from the way Lauren’s grip was tightening on my
elbow they were all powerful paranormals in their own right. Nothing I didn’t
expect for the patrons of this gathering.


As we reached the draped entrance of the basilica, two men blocked
our path. They carried themselves like fighters, their large frames straining
their suit jackets. I flicked my gaze over them. Fighting stance, but it was
sloppy and overconfident. I could have taken both down before either of them
had a chance to react. The man reaching a beefy hand out hesitated ever so
slightly, but I merely smirked at him as I withdrew the token from my suit’s
inner pocket. The small figurine of a Thracian gladiator had seemed ironically
appropriate when Faustus first gave it to me. I dipped my head to the sprite
hovering behind the men, a pad in hand, as I spoke in Italian, “Signora Aysun
Tilki of Istanbul presenting Alexander of Sparta for the privilege of a Roman
Triumph.”


The figurine went into a basket amongst others, and the men
stepped aside as the sprite nodded to us. “Welcome, Signora Tilki, we have not
had Istanbul present among our patrons in many years. A competitor from Sparta
shall bring many willing coins.” She paused, hovering higher in the air as her
wings beat faster, then dropped her eyes as she murmured, “May I know your
species, Signora?”


Lauren’s grip on my arm tightened, but she sounded cool and
even a touch offended as she responded in accented Italian, “I am a Seeker.
This evening has been promising. We shall see if such entertainment truly bears
out its history in Roma.”


I smirked as the sprite blushed, wings beating faster, but
Lauren only nodded once before tugging at my arm and switching to Turkish, “Let
us go in before I change my mind.”


As we strolled into the makeshift halls formed by sheer
silver and white silk drapes, I leaned down to murmur in Lauren’s ear, “That
was well done, Aysun.”


She rolled her eyes at me before softly retorting, “I
brought you here so you may do more than look pretty during our trip,
Alexander. Do try to behave yourself long enough that we may fulfill the
purpose of the evening.”


A dulcet laugh came from the right just as we stepped into the
main area that had been transformed into a casual banquet hall. The stairs
leading up to the balcony were in the far back, but my attention was on the
couple now approaching us. The same woman who had been following Lauren at the
Trevi Fountain with Atlas by her side. The woman’s green-tinged hazel eyes
sparkled with amusement as she looked Lauren over, but there was a readiness in
her stance that pointed at more than her fae heritage. This woman was a
warrior, it was in her carefully balanced movement despite the dark green
evening gown she wore. She smiled at Lauren. “I hope the doorkeepers’ vigilance
was not enough to give offense,” she murmured in somewhat accented Turkish.
“They like to keep these gatherings restricted to more . . . private patrons.”


Lauren offered a rather thin smile, something that still
catered to the illusion of an offended princess, before she responded softly,
“No doubt a mere Seeker is not quite the clientele they wish to attract.”


“It is unusual,” the woman responded, her hazel green eyes
flickering to lighter shades of gold. Shifter blood. Her lips curved into an
amused smile as she added brightly, “Though I am glad for it. With so many of
the most powerful arriving here tonight, territorial displays and near
challenges are already becoming tiresome.”


She glanced at me for a brief moment and then turned back to
Lauren. “Had you not declared yourself a Seeker, I might have asked if you were
certain you come as sponsor and not participant, Signora Tilki.”


Lauren surprised me by tapping just below her eyes as she
breathed, “You are no doubt familiar with such a question, Signora . . .”


“You may call me Atalanta.” Her grin widened as she dipped
her head slightly. “And, you’ve my congratulations on spotting my past life as
a competitor. However, I grew bored and decided being a patron is much more
entertaining.”


The words brought a smirk to my lips despite my best
efforts. This elf-blooded shifter might have spoken the words of an older
being, but her eyes lacked the gravitas that hinted at such age as she feigned.
A barely heard growl coated the air between us, and I finally turned my
attention to Atalanta’s companion. Lauren’s hand rested on my arm still, a
steadying warm spot as I met the challenge in Atlas’ eyes. His dark olive complexion
and curly black hair contrasted sharply with his golden eyes as they flicked
over me. He was bulky, his arms and shoulders broad and muscled, and even his
legs bore the same heavy musculature. He was built like the old strong men,
muscle on top of muscle, though he had enough height to prevent himself from
being described as a square. He looked like an Atlas. The beard I remembered
from past encounters was gone, leaving his cheeks smooth, and he had added a
strip of braided cloth around his temples. Something that didn’t quite gel with
the collared white shirt that strained around his neck and shoulders, and dark
suit trousers. There would be no mistaking Atlas as a patron.


My smirk grew slightly as I tilted my head to him. “You look
ready to move on, friend.”


“Not your friend,” he retorted in Greek. “Never seen you
before in my life.”


I almost hinted that it wasn’t true until I studied his eyes
more closely. They were empty of recognition and assessing me as a potential
enemy. The heat of Lauren’s hand seeped through my jacket and I cast a quick
glance at her, but didn’t speak of my suspicions. Instead, I covered her hand
with mine as I said, “Aysun, shall we avail ourselves of refreshments before I
see you to a good vantage point?”


Lauren nodded.


As we turned toward the refreshment tables, however,
Atalanta spoke once more. “Signora Tilki, if you are agreeable to a little
company, I should very much like to share a vantage point with you. I think we
are both committed to seeing our competitors do very well this evening.” She
glanced from me to Atlas who was still glowering, and added with a hint of
laughter bubbling in her voice, “Especially since Atlas is from Athens.”


“Athens against Sparta,” Lauren interjected with a careful
amount of contemplation in her voice as her wide dark eyes glanced from me to
Atlas and then back to me. “Yes, I believe this evening shall prove most . . .
enlightening. Lady Atalanta, I shall be pleased to join you when the
entertainment begins in earnest.  Come, Alexander.”


I stifled another laugh as Lauren tugged on my arm. Still
being forced to maintain my act, I resisted teasing her too much. The crowd
ebbed and flowed around us, sweeping us away from Atalanta and Atlas. I noted
more faces I recognized from files Weard kept on the most powerful, the ones
who had the wealth to avail themselves of such entertainments. Almost every
species with power was accounted for, even a few whose bright silver eyes
betrayed them as demis ready for a fight. The innate glamours that hid such
things abandoned for the night. A few minotaurs and more than a few dragonborn.
I slowed as I recognized one of the sponsors, a woodwose or green man, who
moved in the inner circles of the paranormal community in the Americas and
speaking with him was an Asian man, of Chinese descent most likely and a water
dragon if he was who I believed. He turned, and I got a good look at his face.
Yes, I knew him. A prince of the eastern dragons, son of one of the four dragon
kings. And, he was speaking with a woodwose I knew was connected personally to
the Carith and Krall family of western dragons. Curious.


Knowing better than to catch the attention of the two
paranormals, I ushered Lauren to a quiet shadow, tucked between an ancient
column and the silky drapes. Lauren let out a rush of air as she leaned back
against the cool stone. Her eyes fluttered closed, dusky eyelashes fanning
against her lightly tanned skin. Bending down, I rested my forehead against
hers and slid a hand up the length of her neck.


She didn’t open her eyes, but she reached up to wrap her
hands around the back of my neck. The cool glass of her bangles brushed against
my skin while her nails combed through my hair, scratching lightly against my
scalp and neck. When she opened her eyes, I could see a swirl of conflicting
emotion in their dark depths. Fear and worry seemed the strongest. I murmured
in her ear, “Don’t worry about me. I can handle anyone. Minotaur, dragonborn,
and even a crotchety shifter from Athens.”


She offered a faint twitch of her lips that was not quite a
smile. Her sigh tickled my skin as she tugged gently on my hair.
“Overconfidence can be dangerous.”


“I am never overconfident.” I paused deliberately before
adding, “I am merely confident in my abilities. Besides, of all the fighters
here, I am also confident that I have the best reason to emerge victorious.”


Closing the scant distance between us, I brushed my lips
over hers. Her grip on the back of my neck tightened as she straightened and
rose on her toes as she deepened the kiss. For one moment, my awareness of our
surrounds faded to solely being occupied by the woman before me.


A burst of laughter came from the other side of the column,
breaking into our world. Lauren’s hands slid from my neck to resting against my
chest as I reluctantly broke off the kiss. Only the lingering taste of her lips
and the sensation of her gripping the lapels of my suit remained as I assessed
our surrounds. No one had approached us directly and we were still hidden from
prying eyes, however, I knew better than to make too much of a show of our
relationship. One never knew when an old enemy might appear, after all. Or,
someone who would think to profit from my clear feelings for Lauren.


Leaning down slightly, I whispered in her ear, “Stay in the
lit areas and in the crowds. It will be safer.”


“What of our new . . . friend?” came the somewhat breathless
question.


I couldn’t help a slight smirk at the sign that our kiss had
affected her, but forced myself to focus. “She is not hunting you, I do not
think. But, she is curious. Just stay as you have been this evening, and you
will be fine. If anything, her presence will likely deter most who would try to
sway you into eloping for an evening.”


Lauren’s dark eyes were wide when she pulled back to stare
at me. “Seekers aren’t powerful enough to be appealing to this crowd.”


“No, but a beautiful woman shall always draw attention.”
Raising her right hand, I pressed a quick kiss to her quivering fingers, then
to the gold fox head tattooed over her wrist.


Her fingers tightened over mine, and she nodded to me.
“Fight well, heart-love.”


I smiled at her use of the Myrmidon term, then offered a
slight bow before I slipped into the shadows. A gong rang out twice, and I
lengthened my stride to just under a jog. Other competitors were heading for
the lawn as well. All seeking entrance to the greatest arena in history, the
Colosseum, and I was going to be the one to win.


Approaching the beefy guards from before, I picked up the
Thracian figurine from where it and the other tokens had been placed on the
table. I glanced at the guards and raised the token slightly. “Alexander of
Sparta.”


One of them grunted, “Thracians are light armor and
weaponry. What have you brought?”


“Daggers for now. I claim a sword for the second round.”


“Assuming you make it,” his companion muttered.


He froze beneath my cool gaze as I responded sincerely, “I
do assume.”


The men shifted their weight uneasily and exchanged wary
glances. Then, the first one sniffed. “Enter, Alexander of Sparta. Armor is in
the tent. You claimed daggers first. No tampering with the weapons or armor.
Cheating will lose you the right of competition, and your sponsor loses a
hand.”


My hackles rose at the implied threat to Lauren, but I
forced myself not to react. Instead, I merely raised an eyebrow. “Efficient.
But, not a concern. I never cheat.”


I never needed to cheat. Fighting was in my blood, and I
knew how to win.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


“Signora Tilki?”


I almost ignored the call as I narrowly avoided running into
a broad shouldered gruff looking man with a vivid 8 glowing above his head. He
glanced at me for a moment before turning back to his companion, an Asian man
with a 9 glowing over his head and dragon orange eyes. I suppressed a shiver
and instead offered a slight nod to the two men before turning away from them.
A simple acknowledgement to prevent offense, and then moving on to prevent
mistaken interest. Just like the rules of protocol I used to type up for
cross-species meetings at Halliman’s.


“Signora Tilki?”


The voice was much nearer, and I looked up to see the
elf-blooded shifter approaching. Atalanta, I reminded myself. Her eyes darted
from me to the two men beside me, her nostrils flaring slightly. She glanced at
the green man with a hint of curiosity before she nodded to them as she drew
even with me. Looping her arm through mine, she almost pulled me off my feet as
she ushered me away from the men. “I was worried you had changed your mind
about joining me,” she offered in accented Turkish.


I had hoped she would change her mind about spending time
together. No matter what Mathias said. And for some reason, she acted as though
she didn’t recognize me from the Trevi Fountain. I considered asking her about
it, but that felt as though it were too much of a risk. Shoving the question
aside, I accepted her act for the reprieve it was and offered a faint smile.
“No, I was merely seeing Alexander off before seeking you out.”


She glanced at me, a hint of knowing creeping into her green
gaze. “Ah, so there is more than a business arrangement between the two of you.
I had wondered.”


A denial rose to my lips, but I couldn’t bring myself to
outright lie. Lies were dangerous among so many paranormals whose instincts
were attuned to detecting falsehoods. Not to mention the trouble of remembering
what lies were told. I licked my lips and lowered my voice to a bare whisper.
“It is true. There is more between us.” I paused thinking back to her
companion’s quick defense. Yet, she had been speaking on the phone to a
different male, one whose baritone rumbled with far more power. “And you?”


Atalanta pulled a face. “Blessed Creator, no!”


I stared at her, not sure what I should say. “I am . . .
sorry to have offended.”


She surprised me by laughing, her eyes brightening with
humor, as she brushed a stray strand of copper hair out of her face. “I take no
offense, Signora Tilki. It is merely . . . Atlas is an old friend, a comrade.
We both have our own mates. Mine . . .” She trailed off as she glanced around
us then smirked. “Well, he would not approve of this type of entertainment . .
. although he would have easily swept most of the fighters here if he cared to
join.”


We edged around a pocket of demis who were arguing loudly
about the merits of the House of Mars versus a supposed descendant of Heracles.
Once we passed them, we began climbing the stairs to the viewing platforms.
Atalanta resumed speaking, her demeanor cheery, “He would’ve had a fit if I had
tried to sponsor him. And since business has taken him away, I have been left
unsupervised.”


 That seemed more than a little unwise. However, I kept
my mouth shut as we continued up the stairs, bypassing the first viewing
platform. There was no way on God’s green earth that I would say such a thing
to a 7, and especially not a 7 who was a shifter and I rather suspected was a
bit mad.


Atalanta didn’t seem to notice my silence, however. She
dropped her voice in a clear mockery of her mate as she grumbled, “‘Fight rings
are not wise nor are they a proper use of Therian skills.’ Such a spoilsport at
times, but that’s my TDS.”


I glanced at her. Her lips were curved in a fond smile even
as she shook her head in an almost exasperated manner. “TDS?”


Her eyes widened slightly, and I had the distinct impression
that she had not intended to let that slip. But within a breath, her expression
was relaxed once more and left me wondering if my first impression had been
correct at all. She gave a little laugh. We were alone for a moment on the
stairs and she kept her voice low as she replied, “TDS stands for Tall, Dark,
and oh so Serious.” She flashed a bright grin and added, “And I love him to the
end. But, he does require prodding at times simply because he can be too
serious.”


“I see.” She was as insane as I first thought. Who in their
right mind intentionally prods a powerful shifter? Absolute lunacy. I glanced
ahead at the darkness enshrouded platform. “Is this where you wish to go?”


“Yes. You will see why in just a few minutes.”


Atalanta kept her arm looped through mine, leaving me with
no choice but to accompany her into the darkness. There were only a few other
patrons present, their 8s and 9s gleaming brightly in the dark. I swallowed
hard when I caught sight of the two men from before. Dragons were best avoided,
especially royal dragons. I could only hope and pray that he didn’t follow suit
with a declaration of my true species as his fellow princes had every time I
met them. The tiniest frisson of relief skittered down my spine and eased the
bands around my chest as Atalanta led me to the opposite side of the platform.
The space directly in front of the railing glimmered faintly and once I stood
still, I could see a glamour had been placed there. Only this one was used to
give the impression of sitting slightly above the lawn and the competitors.


So, this was how they did it. I had heard of window
glamours, but they were a rare trick. They were also reserved for the
wealthiest and most prominent families. I glanced around at the other patrons
who were watching intently as the first two fighters walked out onto the lawn.
Then again if anyone was going to indulge in this particular luxury, it would
be those who brought in fighters to recreate the Colosseum.


I swallowed hard and glanced at Atalanta as roars rose from
the platforms below, but ours remained silent. She smiled in response and
leaned in close to whisper, “The patrons here have put forth the best fighters
who will fight in the later rounds. The night always begins with some showy displays
and some throwaway fights.”


“Throwaways? That seems . . . unbalanced,” I said very
carefully, all too aware that the other patrons were species who had superior
hearing to my own. We were still speaking Turkish, but anyone could understand
it and not give themselves away. Better to be cautious. Especially when my skin
crawled with the desire to escape and hide from all the high numbers.


Atalanta smiled. “No, the token fights are more to warm the
blood. It allows our true competitors to change into suitable armor.”


The mention of armor sent another chill running down my
spine. Armor was necessary because they fought with real weapons. Nothing was
dulled or blunted. Loss of life and limb was a true possibility in these
fights. And, Mathias was participating solely because I couldn’t leave things
alone and wanted to speak to a seer hidden in the underground of the Colosseum.
We should have found a way to do this without going through the fights. What
had I been thinking?


Yet, it was too late. There was no turning back now. I
forced myself to stay still even though I wanted to pace or even run down to
the lawn to try and stop him. Time seemed to drag on even as I politely clapped
when the first real fight between an Amazon and a minotaur took place. The platform
below us went wild when the Amazon won. Cheers of ‘Xanthe’ rang out as the
Amazon raised her sword and shield in triumph.


Atalanta murmured, “She’s good.”


I only nodded as the next pair of fighters entered the lawn.
A demi who was apparently inspired by Heracles’ Nemean Lion cloak and a shifter
. . . who promptly shifted into an anthropomorphic lion. Laughter emerged from
the other patrons on our platform, and Atalanta covered her mouth as she
giggled. The fight was over almost before it began, as the lion shifter emerged
victorious.


My mind kept wandering as the fights continued, imagining
all sorts of worst case scenarios. What if someone recognized Mathias? What if
they realized he was Myrmidon? What if he was wounded during the fight or worse
killed? A sudden cheer from beside me jolted me out of the spiral of morbidity,
and I realized I was almost strangling the railing.


My gaze went to the window glamour. Two shifters, both
bears, were wrestling in the middle of the lawn while a lion stalked around
them. One of the bears pulled away only to be confronted by the lion as he
assumed his half-form, sword grasped in his furred hand. The bear that had
signaled surrender suddenly threw a powdery substance into the lion’s face. He
stumbled back, clearly affected as he shook his massive head shaggy mane
flying. Atalanta growled and a cry went up around us, “Cheat! Cheat! Cheat!”


Atalanta’s eyes were pure shifter gold as she glanced down
at me. “The bears’ sponsor is about to pay a price for their use of ‘nip
against Atlas.”


The glamour suddenly split, showing both the lawn where the
competitors were being separated and one of the brightly lit and crowded lower
platforms. I swallowed hard as dread tightened in the pit of my stomach. My
mouth parched as two of the large security guards came up on either side of an
ashen faced woman dressed all in red. Her bright red lipstick stood out like
crayon against faded porcelain. But, she carried herself with dignity as she
was led away. The glamour returned its focus to the lawn and then a short
scream filled the night.


I flinched and low murmurs drifted from other patrons, but
no one went to investigate. Heavy steps carried clearly through the darkness,
and I half-turned to watch as another burly guard appeared with the sprite from
before right behind him. Her wings were beating so fast that her feet never
touched the ground as she zipped toward Atalanta. “Signora Atalanta of Fortriu,
your competitor has been temporarily disabled due to the illegal use of ‘nip.
Because he was winning when the incident occurred, we welcome him to the second
round. And, the patron who failed to properly control her competitors has paid
the penalty while they are all banned from the Roma games for the next
century.”


Atalanta did not hide her frown as she regarded the sprite.
“The brothers were not properly searched. Any shifter could have sniffed ‘nip
on them.”


The sprite’s wings beat even faster, causing her to hover at
eye level with Atalanta. She gripped the data pad tightly between her hands as
she bowed her head. “On behalf of the games, we would offer recompense. Within
reason.”


“I wish to inspect my competitor with my own eyes. And, I
wish for Signora Tilki to accompany me as a vouchsafe.”


I barely kept my gaze steady as the sprite glanced from
Atalanta to me. Why did the high numbers always have to pull me into such
uncomfortable situations? I glanced at the other end of the platform and barely
kept from panicking. Many of the numbers were flickering, hinting at
dangerously higher ones. And, most were already 8s.


My gaze was drawn to Atalanta’s number. The steady 7 was now
flickering, hinting at an 8. This was every Spotter’s worst nightmare. Utterly
surrounded by high numbers, all of whom were on the verge of losing their
collective tempers.


“Agree, sprite, or I shall not return.”


The sprite flushed, and her mouth dropped open slightly
before she turned to face the other end of the platform. The dragon had
strolled forward, and now observed the sprite with almost too casual a stance.
He spoke again, his Italian only lightly accented. “Agree to the inspection and
chosen vouchsafe or I shall withdraw all interest in these games. And, I shall
ensure others follow suit.”


The sprite looked down at her data pad and typed something
before she bowed. “It shall be done, Prince Tao. Signoras, if you will
accompany me.”


Atalanta looped her arm through mine and once more propelled
me into movement. Down the stairs we went with our sprite escort hovering in
front of us, and the hulking security directly behind. When we reached the
bottom level, I couldn’t help noticing a woman being escorted out ahead of us.
The same woman in red who had been dragged away earlier. She carried herself
tall, but I caught a glimpse of her cradling her left arm tightly against her
body. We were led in a different direction before I could see why the woman
clutched her arm.


We went across the cobblestones and to a smaller path that
ran into a large tent between the lawn and the basilica. It was something I
hadn’t even noticed on our approach to the basilica. As we neared the tent, I
realized the fabric itself seemed to shimmer and shine in an unusual way. Some
sort of glamour had been woven directly into the cloth. I’d heard of it,
something close to sylph-made cloth, but it was incredibly rare.


We stepped inside to find more opaque lengths of fabric
forming walls within the tent itself. The sprite escorting us led the way to
the center of the tent and pulled the fabric back to reveal a cloth covered
table. Atlas sat on it, clad in only a pair of shorts, and was busy eating a
bleeding steak. He looked up and peered at us through red rimmed eyes. “Those
idiots managed to sneak ‘nip out with them. Or someone allowed it.”


The sprite bristled, her wings lifting her into a hover again.
Then, she glanced down at her data pad. “Signoras, you must forgive my
departure, but I must make a report regarding this regrettable incident.
Signora Atalanta, when you have finished assuring yourself to the competitor’s
wellbeing, will you speak to the others including Prince Tao? Assure them of
your faith in the games.”


“If I have such faith, I will do so.” Atalanta glanced at
her with golden eyes, and the sprite moved back ever so slightly. A foolish
thing to do when confronted by a predator.


She grew pale, no doubt realizing her mistake. Clearing her
throat, she bowed her head. “Very well. You have ten minutes to assure
yourselves, then Gino will escort you back to your viewing platform.”


As soon as she left, Atalanta nodded to me. Then, she gestured
to the wall to our right. “He’s down there. Only three meters. Go. I need to
scold Atlas, and it goes better without additional witnesses.”


I nodded and slipped out, more than a little relieved to escape
the suffocating feel of power rolling off the two shifters. Walking to the
second opening, I peeked through the crack first. Mathias’ daggers lay on a low
bench. I slipped inside the makeshift room and immediately froze as something
sharp touched my neck.


Peeking up and to the left, I met Mathias’ blue-green eyes.
They were cool and more than a little reproving as he lifted the third dagger
from where it had lain against my skin. He grabbed me by the wrist and tugged
me further into the makeshift room. It was only then that I realized he had
changed out of his suit into leather pants and high boots that molded to his
calves. His torso was still bare although a leather chest plate lay beside the
daggers. My gaze drifted over his long lean torso. To reassure myself that he
wasn’t injured . . . of course.


“You shouldn’t be down here,” came the quiet words in
Turkish.


The words and the chosen language were enough to jolt me out
of my inspection. I looked up to meet his reproving gaze. Keeping my voice low,
I whispered in Turkish, “I was invited. Atlas was cheated against by his
competitors, and Atalanta insisted on inspecting him. I’m supposed to be her
vouchsafe.”


Mathias’ mouth tightened, lips thinning slightly, as his
eyes flickered from me to the makeshift walls and then back to me. His hand was
warm against my bare forearm as he pulled me closer until there was hardly any
space between us. Despite the disapproval in his eyes, his touch was as gentle
as ever when he slid his free hand up my neck to cradle my jaw. His breath
tickled as he leaned in to whisper in my ear, “Heart-love, you must go back to the viewing platforms and stay out
of any more game politics. They tend to draw attention even when they aren’t
messy. You’ve seen me fight. Trust that. I will be fine. I intend to win our
way into the Colosseum, but you must return to your proper place. It is too
dangerous for you to be down here among the competitors.”


My heart skipped at the thought of Mathias having to fight.
I had seen him fight. That didn’t mean I wanted him to do so. There was so much
risk, especially when the competitors themselves didn’t all care so much about
how they won so long as they were able to win. All these things raced through
my mind, but they hung thick on my tongue and I couldn’t get them out.


I drew a ragged breath as I slipped my arms around Mathias.
Pressing my forehead against his chest, I drew another shaky breath. His
breathing remained steady, of course, and he didn’t seem troubled at all even
though he rubbed my back. I took another breath, this one steadier than before,
and forced myself to step back. I fussed with my hanging sleeves and then
reached up to ensure the chain across my forehead hadn’t twisted.


Mathias caught my right hand in the midst of my fussing. He
didn’t say anything though. Instead, he only held my gaze, his own blazing with
intensity, as he pressed a kiss against the fox head on my wrist. Then, he
jerked his chin toward the door. “Go now, Aysun. I will see you in victory.”


I wanted to protest or at least warn him to be careful of
tricks and cheats. But, I caught the tiniest movement of his hand. His index
and pointer fingers were together and slightly separated from the others. He
wiggled them up and down once. The signal that someone was lurking nearby and
likely listening.


Swallowing everything I wanted to say, I licked my lips and
nodded once. As soon as I stepped out of the makeshift room, I was greeted by
the hulking guard, and the sprite. She frowned at me. “Signora Tilki, you
should be vouchsafing for Signora Atalanta, not wandering.”


As tempting as the thought of seeking someone else out to
deflect attention was, I knew I couldn’t do it. Instead, I drew myself up and
took advantage of the extra inches granted by my heels to peer down my nose at
the sprite. I let my Turkish accent grow a little heavier as I retorted in the
same Italian she used, “I have witnessed an unfortunate lapse in your games’
promise of fair and sporting play. It is little wonder that I would wish to
inspect my own competitor to ensure myself that similar sabotage was not
attempted on him.” When she did not respond, I cooled my voice and added, “Is
it not? Or do the games’ officials prefer to hide the evidence of such . . .
mischief when it does not occur on the field?”


The sprite’s gasp was audible, and her cheeks turned red as
her wings beat faster. She hovered so we were eye level for a long moment, her
mouth working but no sounds were forthcoming.


I pressed my advantage, not wanting her to grow so agitated
I was thrown out. “It would be a pity if I must report to Prince Tao a lack of
cooperation and understanding for assuring myself that my competitor was still
in peak fighting form.”


Her data pad chirped, and the sprite dropped to the ground
once more. She glared at me, but then muttered through clenched teeth, “It is
not a problem, Signora Tilki, and understandable. However, time is up. We must
return to the basilica. Unless you intend to withdraw your competitor . . .”


She trailed off, leaving me the barest flicker of hope that
we could escape this debacle unscathed. However . . . I raised an eyebrow at
her. “I believe there is a penalty demanded in such an event, is there not?”


Her wings fluttered once before going still. “There is the
matter of the brand. However, some competitors are worthy only of the coward’s
brand as it excuses them from ever participating in the games again. As for you
. . . There would be a penalty, yes. Monetary or a pound of flesh.”


I used to believe that all high number paranormals were a bit
crazy. Apparently their staff was not immune to the craze of power either. I
glanced up to see the sprite’s number suddenly flickering into a 5 and 6. I
hated this place, these games. Somehow I found the strength to offer a cool
smile. “Your concern is unnecessary. My competitor will remain in the game.”


“He will be inspected again to ensure you have not given him
anything to aid him unfairly.”


I raised an eyebrow at that. “Such insults should be couched
with greater care. Seekers know how to find powerful friends, after all.
Inspect my competitor all you like. He has no need of aids to win at this
fight.”


Squaring my shoulders, I held my head high and pretended I
wasn’t absolutely terrified as I walked away from the sprite. Atalanta joined
me with a clear smirk playing across her lips. She nodded to me as she looped
her arm through mine once again. “Nicely handled.”


“Thank you.”


I was thankful to have her as a seeming ally . . . even if
she was a bit mad. Although, all I truly wanted was for the night to end. I
wanted to escape before we were discovered or worse Mathias was injured. Or
killed. I took a steadying breath against the terrifying thought. God willing,
we would enter the Colosseum and be out again by morning. The fights couldn’t
last much longer if it was already two in the morning. I hoped. 


 


* * *


 












Chapter Six


 


Mathias


 


I closed the door to our hotel suite and flipped the locks
in place before I pulled a marble token out of my jacket pocket. I held it up
as Lauren turned on the room lights. This token took the form of a medallion
with the Colosseum in raised relief on one side and the victor’s laurel on the
other. I flipped it once and caught it. “I told you I would triumph.”


Lauren didn’t look at me as she pulled the curtains shut,
blocking out the early morning light. “Tens are vexingly overconfident.”


I smiled in spite of the dull ache in my ribs. “And you’ve
known many Tens, little Spotter?”


“I’ve known you,” she muttered, “that is more than enough.”


A low chuckle escaped me as I crossed the room to wrap an
arm around her waist. Holding the token in front of her, I kissed her temple.
“We have access to the Colosseum. We can find this Yakov together, and then we
leave Roma behind.” I paused, studying her face. She was still pale and a
little worn looking now that she no longer pretended to be a Turkish princess.
“Forever if you’d like, love.”


She closed her eyes then whispered, “Will they try to cheat
against you next time?”


“Of course, but they won’t be as blatant against me.” I
hugged her to my side and dropped another kiss to her hair. “I under-advertised
my skills tonight. They won’t think I’m as much of a threat as Atlas.”


Opening her eyes, Lauren’s dark gaze filled with a mixture
of worry and frustration. “Is that what you call allowing two minotaurs to
pummel you?”


I placed the token in her hand. “Keep this some place safe.
The next fight won’t be until tomorrow night to allow recovery time for all the
competitors.”


I kept talking as I strolled away from her and into the
bedroom. “I think we should remain here during the daylight hours. Order room
service when we feel like it. No reason to risk running into other patrons
while we wait. That’s unofficially frowned on if you didn’t come in together.”


I grimaced as my sides protested when I attempted to shrug
out of my jacket. Perhaps, I shouldn’t have been so generous as to allow both
minotaurs to land some blows. I finished shrugging out of the jacket and turned
around to find Lauren watching me. Worry had won out. I carefully lowered
myself to perch on the end of the bed and held a hand out to her. She grabbed
it with trembling fingers. I studied her for a long moment. “I can withdraw.”


“Not without penalty.”


“If you’re referring to the coward’s brand, they’d have to
find me first.” Attempting to lighten the mood, I offered her a slight smirk as
I leaned forward. “People can’t find us very easily if we’re sneaky. And, I’m excellent
at disappearing. I hear you are too.”


She looked away from me, but her lips never curved in
response. “The last thing we need is someone else hunting us, Mathias.” She
slipped her hand free of my hold and moved to stand in front of the ornately carved
wardrobe as she added, “I wish I had never asked to come here.”


“Roma is not so bad a place to hide in plain sight,” I
murmured. “We could be alone on the moors again. With redcaps and kelpies
lurking around.”


“They weren’t actively threatening us,” she retorted as she
slipped out of the rich purple overdress and hung it in the wardrobe once more.
The cap sleeves of her creamy underdress left her arms exposed and the back of
the dress dipped low enough to expose her shoulder blades. I rather enjoyed the
view.


Lauren’s dark hair swept across her shoulders and upper back
obscuring my view when she let it out of the chignon. She was loosening the
chain when she turned to face me, a frown in place. “I shouldn’t have asked you
to do this. We should’ve moved on like you wanted.”


I shook my head. “It was our decision together, and I was
the one who chose to participate in the games. Admittedly, I wasn’t expecting
quite so much . . . excitement. However, I will surprise them tomorrow night.”


I slipped off my shirt and Lauren gasped. Glancing down, I
noted the bruises were a tad more numerous than I had anticipated. Lauren’s
touch to my shoulder was, however, anticipated. I finished shrugging out of my
shirt and set it aside. I kept my tone light as I leaned down to unlace my
shoes, “Some cream for the bruises and I’ll be right as rain for tomorrow
night.”


Lauren left me alone long enough to riffle through my go
bag. “Could we . . . Could we switch places?”


A wry laugh escaped me as I slipped my shoes and socks off.
“Substitution is not permitted in the games. They expect Alexander of Sparta to
be the competitor, and so he will be. Besides, even if it was, I would never
agree to send you out there. You have no fighting skills and would be
slaughtered within a minute.”


I blinked as a pillow smacked the back of my head. I sat up
and looked around in time to see Lauren’s fierce frown just before she smacked
me in the face with the pillow again. I pushed the pillow away, fighting
another laugh. “All right, two minutes.”


She smacked me again. “Stop laughing at me, you smug
Myrmidon!”


“I generously granted you two minutes of survival in a
fight,” I protested. I raised my arm to ward off another blow, then caught the
end of the pillow before she could pull it back for another strike. I grinned
at her. “I like your spirit. Even though pillows are not an acceptable weapon.”


“I could’ve put bricks in it,” she retorted drily. “Let go.”


I tightened my grip instead. “No. I don’t think I will.” I
relaxed my arm slightly and then gave a sharp pull, yanking Lauren off balance.
Letting go of the pillow, I caught her by the wrist and rolled so we both
tumbled onto the bed. Pinning her beneath me, I brushed a fleeting kiss against
her lips before whispering in her ear, “As I said, Lauren, I don’t think I will
be letting go any time soon.”


“Smug Myrmidon,” she retorted with a smile. “You’re lucky I
like you anyway.”


“Only like?” I brushed her hair away from her face before trailing
kisses across her cheek. “I see I need to redeem myself.”


She laughed breathlessly. “Thought you needed the cream for
your ribs.”


“They aren’t that bad.”


I kissed her and winced as she pressed her hand against my
side.


“Liar.” She pushed at my shoulders. “We need to take care of
those first. Everything else can wait.”


“That’s a terribly practical response,” I complained. “I was
trying to seduce you.”


“You can do that later, dear,” Lauren said far too lightly
as her eyes laughed at me. “A wounded Brit just isn’t quite as dashing as a
healthy and whole one.”


“I am a healthy and whole one,” I protested. “Well, whole
enough.”


Lauren laughed as she held the cream out to me. “Will you
please focus? We still need a plan for the Colosseum.”


“How dreadfully unromantic you’re being right now.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The Colosseum’s glamoured façade of crumbling stone
remained intact as Mathias and I walked inside. Unlike the Forum’s opening
night, no one wore elaborate clothing save some of the women who were Fae and
that didn’t stand out too much. The rest of us, however, were dressed
practically. I had chosen to pair my knee length leather boots with jeans and
grey cotton shirt. Despite the humidity, I kept my leather jacket on as well.


Mathias’ long lean frame was clad in equally practical
clothes, dark jeans and cotton shirt with his standard leather jacket. The only
difference was that, tonight, he had his sword. The handle was wrapped in dark
leather and almost unnoticeable where it rested at his back. Almost.


As we followed the people in front of us, I noted that the
glamour remained in place. The Colosseum’s arena looked . . . deserted. The
floor had been restored, concealing the hypogeum beneath, but the tiers forming
the walls still looked worn by the passage of time. The people immediately in
front of us vanished as they passed through the glamour. Their brightly glowing
8s winking out of existence as they did so.


I pushed my hair back behind my shoulder as I slipped my
other hand into my pocket and withdrew the token. There was a sprite positioned
just in front of the glamour, but this one was male. He had only one guard with
him, another hulking man with an 8 hovering over his head. The sprite’s gaze
settled on me for a long moment before he silently held out a hand. I allowed
Mathias to take the token from me. “Signora Aysun Tilki of Istanbul sponsoring
Alexander of Sparta.”


The sprite didn’t take the token from Mathias and his eyes
never left me as he spoke in passable Turkish, “Madame Tilki, welcome to the
Colosseum stage of the Roma games. Step through the glamour together, holding
the token between you. It will be collected on the other side, and then you
will escort your competitor into the hypogeum. The competitors have been
divided into two segments and will wait in a shared common room accordingly.
Mirror glamours have been placed at various stations so you may watch from any
area of the Colosseum as long as you do not step back through the glamour. To
prevent dishonesty, the glamours are sealed against anyone attempting to leave
before a Triumph has been granted to the victor of the games. There are, of
course, refreshments available and the Colosseum features a seer whose
predictions may be used for placing wagers on the competitors. Please step through
when you are ready.”


My heart beat a little faster at the thought of a seer in
the Colosseum. I could only pray that it was Raz Yakov. Mathias held his hand
out, the token flat in his palm, and I wrapped my hand around his. The raised
relief of the coin was cool against my skin as we stepped forward together. Air
hissed through my teeth as the glamour raked across my skin, feeling as though
it plucked at my hair, and a thousand tiny sparks burst across my flesh. The
coin clasped between our hands grew warm, and I tightened my grip on Mathias as
we walked two more steps.


Finally, we emerged into clear air once more. I drew a
breath into my air starved lungs as though I had been swimming underwater and
only just broke through the surface. I had heard of glamours that could be
raised as an offensive defense, but they were unusual and rare. Not to mention
prohibitively time consuming to create and maintain. Another pair of men waited
just to the side of a tunnel entrance. The sprite nodded to me. “Welcome, Signora
Tilki. The token if you please.”


I let go of Mathias’ hand and made a show of brushing my
jacket sleeves and smoothing my hair back. As soon as the sprite took the token
from Mathias, he bowed slightly to me. Like his comrade on the other side of the
glamour, he spoke passable Turkish. “Madame, you have sponsored Alexander of
Sparta, and he was won the right to enter the Colosseum stage of the Roma
games. He has been assigned to the Barbarian pool of competitors and will share
the appropriate common room. The Colosseum has been divided between the two
sides, and as his sponsor you may not cross to the side of the Caesars.
Meetings in the hypogeum are considered neutral, and it is where bets may be
placed. Barbarians’ colors are red, and Caesars wear purple.”


“How fitting,” I replied coolly. “And understood. Come,
Alexander. Let us begin with consulting the seer I’ve been told is here.”


The guard stepped in front of us and the sprite shook his
head, his expression appropriately apologetic but his wings were perfectly
still. “Forgive me, Madame Tilki, but the competitors are not allowed to be
present for the bets or to enter the seer’s presence. It makes for unfair
weight on their minds as well as the seer’s should he become distracted by
other sights.”


A chill ran down my spine at the thought of having to
confront a Seer on my own. But, clearly there was no other choice. I nodded. “I
understand. Come then, Alexander, we mustn’t give your mind an unfair weight.”


Mathias nodded, his expression giving nothing away. We
walked in silence into the stone tunnel. I kept my eyes on the patches of red
paint that guided us through the different turns until we drew near a better
lit and much noisier segment of tunnel. Two guards framed the next length of
tunnel. Mathias grabbed my hand and squeezed once, then strode forward. I
watched him move past the guards and turn to the left. One of them nodded to
me. “Alexander of Sparta has reported for the Colosseum stage.”


Knowing there was nothing else I could do, I offered a
slight nod of my own. I didn’t declare myself, however. I simply turned on my
heel and walked away as though leaving Mathias wasn’t almost as terrifying as
being alone in a sea of dangerously powerful high numbers. If I could’ve
slipped away from the Colosseum itself, I would have but the memory of the
unpleasant glamour deterred me. If it was the type I had occasionally heard
referenced when I was working at Halliman’s, then there was a very real possibility
it could kill. There had been a rather nasty incident shortly after I’d started
working there involving a norm’s death that had quickly passed my desk and was
handed to Mr. Halliman’s personal care. No, attempting to leave was not an
option, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the barrier between the two competitor
pools held similar nasty surprises.


I was trapped just as much as Mathias until the fighting was
over. This was such a horrible idea . . .


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


I sat perfectly still, perched on the edge of the long
bench framing the wall of the common room. Other competitors paced the open
floor, dodging around each other as they did. A waste of energy. Better to
harness it all and wait for the fight to begin than spend it on pacing. I kept
my eyes half closed, better for watching unobserved. Of the faces in the room,
none were Atlas.


Something that didn’t truly surprise me. If the comments
about Greece and Sparta from the first round had picked up any interested
purses, the games’ organizers would ensure we fought against each other. They
loved playing on traditional quarrels. More money from the patrons watching,
and a bigger prize for the games in hosting such matches.


A new competitor entered the room. An Amazon in a mix of
modern and traditional armor strolled in as the others parted in front of her.
She wore a bronze cuirass, but I could see black mesh beneath, likely the same
material as her black pants. Resistant, but not completely impervious to being
cut. A round hoplon shield rested on her back, and she gripped a spear of the
ancient doru style complete with an iron spike capping the spear’s butt. A one
handed short sword hung from her belt. Her brown hair fell in wisps across her
exposed forehead and was caught in a sensible braided bun. No helmet, but I
suspected she would grab one when it was her turn to fight.


The Amazon approached me and took a seat to my right. She
nodded to me. “I am Xanthe.”


“I know your name.”


“Yes.” She studied me, hazel eyes searching. “I think I know
yours too.”


“I do not think we have met before,” I replied even as I
searched my memory. The answering image of a young Amazon warrior being greeted
by her older sister when I was on a hunt for a rogue dragon shifter attempting
to hide herself among the Amazons rose in my mind’s eye. She’d been accompanied
by another Amazon, an aunt or cousin. I hadn’t paid close attention at the
time. The name Xanthe was . . . familiar, however. I resisted the temptation to
curse as I realized I had been known by my true name on that hunt.


Xanthe continued studying me. “Perhaps, it is a good thing
we will not fight each other . . . Spartan.”


I offered a faint half smile. “Another time, perhaps.”


“Perhaps.”


A gong sounded through the air. “Competitor Pollux, prepare
for battle.”


The only minotaur in our group stood, swinging his war
hammer up to settle on his fur covered shoulder as he did so. He blew a breathy
snort out and then muttered in Greek, “To the victors glory.”


The rest of us watched in silence as the door at the far end
of the room swung open to reveal a long hall and a pinprick of light at the
end. The glamour shimmered and fell, allowing the minotaur to stomp forward,
before it resumed with a faint gleam. The sound of faint cheering reached us
before the doorway was sealed once more. A mirror glamour shimmered into
existence on the wall across from the bench.


Pollux strode onto an arena floor covered in sand, and he
raised his war hammer in salute. Across from him, a door opened and out
slithered a lamia. I raised both eyebrows at the sight. Xanthe hissed between
her teeth as the rest of the competitors gasped or cursed. Xanthe glanced at
me, then tilted her head toward the mirror glamour. “Ever seen a lamia
participate in one of these?”


“Not in recent years. It is . . . unusual.”


“I don’t remember seeing her among the competitors at the
Forum.”


Neither did I. However . . . It would not be the first time
competitors from outside the Forum portion of the games had been brought into
the Colosseum. It was done specifically to surprise the patrons and to drive
the betting harder. My gaze dropped from the fight in the arena where Pollux
was managing to hold his own to observe the others. Most were silent, but a few
muttered to each other in clear disgruntlement over the change. Xanthe was . .
. contemplative, now the initial surprise had passed. She rested the wooden
haft of her spear against her shoulder as she drummed her fingers against her
left knee. “Wonder if the dragons did it. They like tricks.”


A wry smile pulled at one corner of my mouth. The
traditional animosity and distrust between Amazons and dragons still survived.
My thoughts turned to Lauren. I would have much preferred to have accompanied
her to the seer, this Raz Yakov. I wanted to weigh his trustworthiness for myself.
However, such things were impossible and . . . I trusted Lauren’s judgment. She
was good at reading people, she’d figure it out if he was honest or not. And, I
knew she needed whatever answers the seer could reveal.


Worry still tugged at my mind, attempting to divert my
focus. Despite the knowledge that we didn’t have a choice, there was still a
part of me that regretted bringing Lauren into the environment of the games. I
had recognized the signs of her anxiety over being surrounded by so many powerful
paranormals, and being trapped in the Colosseum without an available escape
plan had to be eating at her. And, I wasn’t where I could reach her in time to
stop anyone from harming her if they recognized her.


I leaned forward, propping my elbows on my knees, as I
touched my mouth to my folded hands. Closing my eyes, I allowed myself to sink
into the cool awareness of a coming fight. Groans erupted from the others in
the room, signaling that Pollux had lost to the lamia. Not a true surprise to
anyone if they were honest about a lamia’s fighting skills. Minotaurs were
fierce fighters, but light and swift opponents could best them if they moved
fast enough. And, a lamia was always fast in her attack.


A shifter was the next to be summoned. I returned to my
focus, to the cool confidence that fueled my fighting. Winning the fight was
the best way to protect Lauren. She was stronger than she allowed herself to
believe, and she was always clever. I merely had the difficult task of waiting.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The crowd was suffocating me. I pretended interest in the
refreshment tables, as I couldn’t bear to watch the fights or to keep avoiding
staring at all the high numbers. Everyone in the room was either an 8 or a 9.
My skin crawled with an awareness of their innate power, of the danger roiling
just beneath polite conversation and sharp smiles. If any of them recognized me
. . .


I cut off the thought before it could fully form. It would
only send me into a panic and that was something that I could not afford. Not
now. I still hadn’t been able to find my way to the seer. Not that I wanted to
approach him when there was a possibility of other people hearing any . . .
pronouncements. I definitely didn’t want or need someone to hear another seer
decrying me as the Destroyer.


A shiver ran down my spine, and my stomach tightened at the
memory alone. No, seeking out the seer in a crowd would be a true nightmare.
The wish for Mathias’ comforting presence at my back resurged with fresh
strength. But wishing didn’t change reality, no matter what fae stories said.
And after so many years on my own or bouncing through foster homes, I should
know that truth better than most. Leaning on Mathias, trusting him, that was a
luxury. And, luxuries could be lost.


“Have you tried the supplì?” The question surprised me more
by being spoken in lightly accented English than in the question’s focus on an
Italian snack of a rice ball filled with mincemeat and mozzarella, before being
soaked in egg and breadcrumbs and then fried.


I looked up into placid dark eyes that flashed to reptilian
orangish yellow. Panic beat its wings frantically against my ribcage as I
recognized the eastern dragon. Prince Tao. And, the 9 shone bright above his
glossy dark hair. There was a whisper of movement behind me, and I glanced
around to see the woodwose now pinned me in, blocking any chance of slipping
away. I was trapped.


The dragon prince leaned in close, as though we were having
a quiet, pleasant conversation, and I could barely breathe past the stranglehold
wrapping around my ribs. The slit pupil of his eyes widened then narrowed as he
murmured, “I believe we should have a conversation. You must have spotted our
little party the first evening, yes? At the Forum.”


My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth, but somehow I
managed to give a tiny nod. I couldn’t force a single word past my lips,
however.


Not that it seemed to matter as Prince Tao caught my hand
with his fist, balancing it precisely on top, then waved toward one of the
tunnels leaving the current viewing room. My mind whirled with fear, but
instinct and habit forced me to cooperate with the two high numbers. If I could
appease them, maybe I could slip away and lose myself in the crowd of patrons.
Just long enough to escape their interest.


However, no doors or even junctions appeared as we continued
walking down the stone tunnel. The air was . . . stuffy. It grew cooler though
as we moved further in, leaving behind the noise of other people. A door
appeared on our left but before I could attempt sprinting toward it, the dragon
was ushering me closer. The little voice that had kept me alive for so long on
my own whispered the same cautions over and over again. Eastern dragons were
considered benevolent protectors, to act in fear toward them was thus seen as a
great insult. Not merely a sign of weakness or of prey status as when
confronted by the western dragons. If I ran or struggled, the dragon’s nature
would insist on taking insult. That would likely prove more deadly than
anything else. People, be they paranormal or norms, did not survive insulting
dragons.


That thought pounded through my brain as I allowed myself to
be escorted through the door into a small unfurnished room. Under ordinary
circumstances, it likely wouldn’t have felt small. However, while Prince Tao
himself was long and lean much like Mathias, his companion, the woodwose, was
broad and tall both. Between his broad shoulders and barrel chest, he seemed to
fill the space merely by existing. My gaze flicked to his mud brown eyes, hard yet
impassive, his light brown beard and hair had a wild unruly curl to them even
though there were touches of grey in his beard. The scent of the earth, of the
woods, clung to him strongly enough that I could detect it. Tonight he wore a
simple cotton shirt that stretched across his shoulders and chest, but over it
he wore a black leather vest and his pants were also black leather down to his
military style boots. He looked like he would be more at home on the back of a
Harley or maybe participating in the games than being a patron.


He ran a large hand over the wall, then nodded to the
eastern dragon. “We’re good,” he rumbled.


The dragon dipped his chin slightly in acknowledgement.
“Thank you, Atwater.” His gaze cut back to me, and the slit pupils constricted.
“Stop doing that, woman.”


I blinked at him. What in the world was he talking about?


Before I could think of how to politely ask if he was
delusional, the dragon made a sound of approval. “Better. So you are the little
Spotter who has stirred the West up? I would have expected someone . . . older.
Weard wants you. The dragon princes of the west have reached out to the four
dragon kings to gain aid in preventing this. But ,you must already know this. I
am far more curious as to why you have come, glamoured no less, to the Roma
games. Spotting secrets, plotting a little revenge of your own to regain lost
honor?”


The odd statement about being glamoured slipped my mind as I
stared in disbelief at the dragon prince before I remembered to drop my gaze. I
licked my lips as I chose my next words very carefully. By some miracle of God,
my voice was actually steady as I spoke. “Forgive me, great prince, but I have
come for nothing of the sort. I am . . . I am on a pilgrimage, and thus am
seeking the Seer known as Raz Yakov. He is said to be here in the hypogeum, a
place I could not enter without participating in the games.”


“Why not wait?”


I glanced up at him. His eyes were still colored by dragon
gold, but his slit pupils were no longer constricted. He was listening, thank
God. “Fight season lasts three months. The Colosseum would be protected for the
whole of it, and I dare not linger here so long. By necessity, I can no longer
tarry in places. Not even neutral cities like Roma.”


The woodwose, Atwater, stirred from where he was leaning one
shoulder against a wall. His beard seemed to bristle as he spoke in a low,
gruff voice, “So you risk smuggling yourself into these games. Where an elite
hunter of Weard has shown himself to be. Stupid.”


I could feel the blood draining from my face, and I barely
kept from asking if they meant Mathias. The dragon prince of Venice hadn’t
known at first that Mathias was with me . . . as something other than my enemy.
Dropping my gaze to the floor beneath my boots, I took a steadying breath. I
didn’t dare look at the eastern dragon with fear running rampant. There was no
way to know if his dragonish instincts would overlook fear that wasn’t directly
aimed at him. So when I looked up once more, it was to meet the woodwose’s
steady gaze. “If a hunter has followed me into the games themselves, then I do
not have long to remain.”


“Can’t leave this section until the game is finished,” he
responded slowly.


“I am aware, sir, thank you.” My eyes grew wide as I
realized how that must have sounded, but the woodwose merely barked a rusty
laugh. Deciding it was better not to draw further attention to my courtesy
slip, I risked turning my attention to the dragon. “I was told to seek out Raz
Yakov for the purpose of my pilgrimage. However, it is sensitive enough that I
did not wish to approach him while there were many patrons also seeking him for
their wagers.”


The dragon slid up his right sleeve and studied his watch.
“The heavier wagers will have been placed by now. They are about to begin the
elite matches. You won’t find many if any patrons lingering around the seer’s
corridor now. If you go now and take care to remain in the back of the viewing
room when you return, your absence should escape detection.”


I bowed politely. “You have my thanks, Prince Tao.”


“Pilgrimages are important quests and not to be tampered
with if possible.” He turned toward the door then paused and looked back at me,
his profile sharp even as his eyes returned to black. “A wise woman would not
continue to play games when a hunter’s noose threatens her neck.”


I bowed once more, murmuring, “I understand.”


Only then did Atwater straighten. The air suddenly smelled
less earthy, and I realized he had been using his talents as a woodwose to do
something to the earth surrounding the room. Green men were practically earth
elementals so I shouldn’t have been surprised. Then again, I hadn’t expected to
ever find myself in such close proximity to one . . . or to a prince of the
eastern water dragons.


Another dragon prince who knew me . . . I sagged as my knees
gave out and caught myself with both hands against the closest wall. The stone
was cool and rough beneath my palms. I could just barely see the dirt sealed
behind it. Closing my eyes, I rested my forehead against the stone wall. God
have mercy. Oh, I was coming to the attention of far too many powerful
paranormals and far far too many dragons. If I never met another royal dragon
in my life, it would be too soon.


Although I was starting to wonder just what the dragon
prince of Thrace had put in his messages to convince at least two other princes
to leave me alone. No. No, it was better that I didn’t know. I would never get
another night’s rest if I knew what the royal dragons saw in me.


I pushed away from the wall and took a deep breath. My heart
was still beating its wings in frantic panic against my ribs, which still felt
far too tight. I took another deep breath. The elite matches were starting, and
I had seen on one of the boards tracking the competitors that only six rounds
had been tagged as elite. The fights had been getting longer in duration as the
more skilled fighters were brought out. It would keep everyone here for the
games occupied, leaving me the sole opportunity to find Raz Yakov.


Brushing off my hands, I smoothed my hair and straightened
my jacket before ducking out of the room. The tunnel was empty. No sign of
either the dragon prince or the woodwose. Not that I minded. After another
quick glance to assure myself I was alone, I turned to the left. The red line
marking the barbarians’ side of the Colosseum’s structure was threaded with a
faint silver line. I followed the line through the tunnels until I came to a room
with three exits. The exit to my left was marked with an open eye etched in the
same silver paint. The sign of the seer’s corridor, no doubt.


This was it. I took another steadying breath and wiped my
sweaty palms off on my jeans. Then, I entered the archway on my left. It
immediately opened into a set of narrow stairs descending at a sharp angle. The
ceiling changed to carved limestone and dropped lower as I descended until the
stone brushed against my hair. Mathias would’ve had to double over in order to
keep from hitting his head. The tunnel walls also narrowed until I wondered if
I would need to turn sideways in order to keep going. Turning back was not an
option. Not after everything we both had already been through to get here.


I rounded a bend, and the walls opened back up although the
ceiling remained low and the stairs steep. I kept moving. Then, the stairs
ended and I ducked through another archway into a much larger room. It was lit
only by a single lantern at the far end of the long room with a much wider
door. I took a step forward and then stopped as I heard something scrape
against stone. “Hello?” I called, lapsing back into English. After conversing
with the dragon prince in English, it was surprisingly difficult to remember to
use Turkish. So I didn’t bother to do so as I called again. “Hello? Is the seer
here?”


“Why do you seek me?” came a soft voice barely above a
whisper.


I looked around, barely making out the faint outlines of
more archways emptying into this corridor. Large and small, wide and narrow,
they all emptied here. “I was told to seek you by another seer. I was told you
held answers to the hunt I am on. Please, I am looking Raz Yakov, and I mean no
harm.”


There was a long silence. It stretched until I feared he had
vanished somewhere in the shadows. Finally, I heard a whisper of movement from
the large bank of shadows to my right.


“Come into the tunnel then.”


“All right.”


I caught a glimpse of a glowing number, but it was a faint
smudge in the darkness for some reason. It cleared as I crept closer. A 3.
Sweet relief rushed over me, nearly sending me to my knees, at the thought of
speaking to another low number. It felt like ages since I had seen someone that
low, especially when I couldn’t see my own number.


I bit back a too enthusiastic greeting, however, as I crept
forward. I held my hands out in front of me as a precaution. I didn’t want him
to know I was a Spotter just yet. Unless . . . Unless Venice repeated itself.


My relief shriveled at the mere contemplation of another
incident like Venice. The 3 came closer, and I could vaguely make out the
shadowy outline of a man who wasn’t much taller than me. A worn and calloused
hand touched my outstretched one. I stopped in my tracks. “Raz Yakov?”


“Yes, come. We could use privacy to speak, yes.”


He tugged on my hand and I followed, keeping an eye on his
number. It held steady, healthy and glowing, at 3. The sense of relief
returned, and I found myself relaxing. We only walked a short distance before
he turned to the left, and we ducked through a glamour. Thankfully, this one
didn’t hurt.


I blinked at the sudden light as the seer released my hand.
His grey head of hair testified to age, though I thought Seers aged more
slowly. It made me wish I could borrow Mathias’ book on paranormal species to
refresh my memory on the seers. The man before me was not very tall as I’d
guessed, but his lack of height seemed to derive more from his pronounced
stoop. Still, he had a solid build. He turned to look at me, light brown eyes
curious as they peered at me from beneath wild eyebrows. His grey hair was
short cropped, but still stuck out wildly on top. He must’ve been in his
fifties if life had been unkind or perhaps he was in his sixties or even
seventies.


I glanced at his number once more. It remained steady. When
I looked back at his weathered face, however, I realized he wasn’t looking at
me. He was looking at the space above my head. He pursed his thin lips and gave
a sort of nod. I didn’t think it was aimed at me, though. With his dark olive
complexion and simple garb of a long sleeved white shirt combined with dark
pants and vest, he looked like a native to the area. But then, so could I if I
tried.


The 3 remained steady. I hesitated a moment before asking,
“Where are we exactly?”


He waved a gnarled hand at the room’s simple furnishings of
a table and low seating. “Call it my sitting room or parlor if you prefer.
There’s some food. I thought the last of the patrons had returned to watch
their blood games.”


I couldn’t repress the shiver at his chosen name for the
games. Although, it was certainly accurate enough. I caught him peeking at the
space above my head again. Curiosity and even a little hope suddenly loosened
my tongue. “What is it you see when you look at me, sir?”


Raz Yakov did not react. He poured some steaming tea and
offered me a cup. I took it out of politeness, but the equal parts excitement
and fear twisting my stomach into origami kept me from even considering
drinking it. When Raz Yakov had poured his own tea and taken a seat on the
cushion across the table from me, he glanced at me. “I see things, but not in
the manner of most Seers.”


My heart started beating faster, and I leaned forward. If I
hadn’t been clutching the tea cup, I might have reached across to grab his
gnarled hand. “Please. Will you tell me?”


When he did not answer, merely pursing his lips in clear
internal debate, I set my tea cup down. Keeping my voice light even as I
lowered it to a barely heard whisper, I rested my hands on the table as I said,
“Perhaps . . . Perhaps, I should tell you what it is I see first. I think you
may be able to understand better than most.”


At his nod, I started talking again, still in the same quiet
whisper, “I see things, but not like Seers. It is more a matter of . . .
spotting.” I traced out a three on the table between us. “Perhaps, this is
similar to what you do as well.”


For a long moment of tormenting silence, I feared he hadn’t
seen or recognized what I meant. Then, he reached out and placed the tip of his
index finger on the table. He traced out a three. When I met his gaze, he
nodded. “I did not think the younger generation had survived. I thought our
enemies had finally succeeded in capturing or eliminating our kind.”


I shook my head even as a tremulous smile curved my lips.
Our kind. I wasn’t as alone as I’d believed. Reaching out, I lightly touched
the back of his hand as I murmured, “No. At least two of us still survive.”


“How could one so young as you escape the tightening noose?”


Mathias. But, I didn’t dare say his name. Not yet. “I have a
protector.”


“Where is he now?”


My smile dropped as my eyes went to the stone ceiling.
Somewhere above us Mathias was once again putting his life on the line for my
needs. No matter what he said about being practically invincible as a Myrmidon
and 10.


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


The common room was almost empty now. Only Xanthe and
myself remained. The fight between two demis had just ended, and the mirror
glamour showed only the raking of sand to smooth the arena’s floor once more.
It was nearly time for one of us to be summoned, but neither of us moved to
stand up. Instead, we waited. 


The gong sounded and then the all too familiar voice echoed
through the room. “Competitor Alexander of Sparta, prepare for battle.”


I rose, settling my sword between my shoulders once more.
Xanthe’s keen gaze watched every movement but when I glanced down at her, she
merely nodded. “May victory guide your sword, warrior.”


The Amazon blessing was one I hadn’t heard in years, but I
welcomed it. “May swiftness and strength give you victory against all foes,
Amazon.”


Her eyes widened at the traditional response, and then
narrowed. “It is you.”


The corner of my mouth twitched up into a half smirk. “What
can I say? I got bored and came looking for some excitement.”


No sooner had the flippant words left my mouth than the door
at the far end of the room swung open to reveal a long hall and a pinprick of
light at the end. The glamour shimmered, then fell as I approached. I felt only
the lingering brush of its presence as I stepped into the long tunnel. I
reached up to loosen my sword in its sheath and strode forward. The light at
the end of the tunnel grew larger, and I could hear the shouts of a crowd.
“Sparta! Athens!”


I smirked. Well, now I knew exactly who I would be facing
although I had already guessed as much from the competitors who had already
participated on the side of Caesar. A faint glamour shimmered in front of me,
preventing me from entering the arena. I listened as an announcer began
shouting in Italian and then Latin, “Ladies and gentlemen, royals and nobles,
the second to last fight in the Colosseum round will determine the first of two
champions who will appear at the Jupiter Games here in Roma in two months’ time
when the circuit ends. We all know the rules. Wounding and maiming are
permitted as long as no one cheats. If your competitor cheats, you will pay the
price. Death or severe injury ends the match unless a forfeit is called. Now
for a match we’ve been waiting to see since the Forum round! The rivalry goes
back as far as civilization in Greece. Homer spoke of it as did Nereus. Time
and time again it led to battle between two great city-states, one the
birthplace of philosophy and democracy and the other a place where strength
ruled over all. A rivalry that could bear the tales of heroes even to this day.
And, now, tonight at the Colosseum we shall all bear witness to this famous
feud adding another notch to its belt. The only question is which side will
prevail this night. Athens? Or Sparta?”


The glamour in front of me fell as the announcer kept
talking. “We watched him impress with his speed and skill at keeping up the
fight even when he took hits. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Alexander of
Sparta!”


I stepped out onto the sand as cheers rose from the viewing
boxes around and behind me. But, I couldn’t see the people. Instead, I saw only
the glamoured façade of the crumbling stone rising in tiers above me.
Interesting. They were determined to maintain the atmosphere and prevent any
visual cheating by keeping us from seeing the spectators.


“And, now, the lion whose fight was tragically interfered
with before we could see much of his prowess. His reputation as undefeated in
fair fights precedes him. A shifter of strength and fury. Ladies and gentlemen,
I give you Atlas of Athens!”


Atlas stepped out on the sand. Like me, he had eschewed the
gimmick of old armor in favor of practical clothing. Unlike me, his idea of
practical clothing was a pair of loose hanging pants and nothing else. Shifter
logic. We met in the center of the arena, and I realized the moment he
recognized me. His eyes changed to gold, but he said nothing.


The gong sounded and we both retreated backwards, never
taking our eyes off each other. The announcer was still speaking, but I ignored
him. Instead, I settled into the cool precision of instinct as I assessed
Atlas. He shifted into his half-form, becoming an anthropomorphic lion. He
raised a fur covered hand and made an obscene gesture.


I raised an eyebrow at him. Really? We were going to behave
like unruly teenagers. A ripple of laughter mixed with cheers drifted from the
area behind him. No doubt where the Caesars’ sponsors and fans sat. Lauren was
either somewhere behind me watching or she was finding information. Either way,
I wouldn’t be of help to her until after the fight was finished. I unsheathed
my sword and brought it up in a mocking salute. Time to work.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Seven


 


Lauren


 


The room was silent and rather cozy. It seemed as though
we were miles away from whatever was happening with the games. I toyed with my
tea, but still couldn’t bring myself to drink it. Licking my lips, I cleared my
throat nervously. “I know what I’m saying sounds crazy. I do. But, it’s true.”


Raz Yakov rapped a crooked knuckle against the tabletop. “Do
you even know the risks you are taking? You married a Ten. Of your own free
will. And have revealed to him what you are, even though Weard is actively
hunting you.”


“I know.” I raised a hand. “Please, believe me, I have . . .
I know these arguments quite well. I used them myself in the beginning, but my
husband is not our enemy. He is the only reason I survived Weard finding me. I
couldn’t have gotten this far without him.”


“How do you know he won’t turn against you? Turn you over to
Weard?”


I brushed my hair back from my face as I debated the best
way to answer. “He won’t betray me. He is an honorable man, and he loves me.”


“Did paranormals learn nothing from the idiocy of Helen and
Paris? Guinevere and Lancelot? Love is a very foolish emotion and has a habit
of failing when push comes to shove.”


I shook my head. “Those two unfortunate couples were in
lust, not love. Love is stronger, and it does hold out or have you forgotten
the story of Auberon and his queen, Titania? Their history carries its own
complications, but also depends on their love. The high elves make quite the
noise over it.”


“Yes, and convinced the shifters outside of dragons to share
mate bonds with select high elves because of it. Foolish.”


“Shifters need the stability offered by their mates.
Everyone knows that,” I stated firmly.


Raz Yakov snorted. He waved his hand in front of him, nearly
knocking his tea over as he did so. “Weard will find you, and they will make
your husband an offer that he won’t be able to refuse.”


“He won’t do that,” I countered. “He will never willingly
betray me.”


“You will become a burden to him. He is powerful, and you
are not. What were you thinking to wed a high number?”


“I had no choice.”


Yakov leaned forward, wild eyebrows sinking low over his
eyes. “I thought you said it was of your free will.”


“It is both.” I rubbed at my mark absently. “The timing was
not by our choice, but the decision was ours. I could have left him, I chose to
stay with him.”


I almost jumped out of my skin as Yakov’s hand landed on
mine. He pulled my right arm forward and shoved my sleeve back to expose the
golden tattoo. He stared for a long moment then abruptly released me as he sat
back. “Now that is something I never dreamed to see again. Your Ten is not just
any powerful paranormal. He is beyond dangerous. He is a Myrmidon. Full blooded
enough to acquire you as his bride. You are bound to each other now. What is
his name?”


Habit made me balk. “Please, Yakov, you already know my
name. Information I gave freely, but his name is . . . It could be dangerous
for you to know.”


“More dangerous than knowing he is a Ten and a Myrmidon who
somehow survived the purges?”


I hesitated still. Raz Yakov shook his head. “You came to me
for help. I cannot give it to you until you prove yourself willing to put as
much on the line as I do simply by revealing my existence to you. You can leave
Roma whenever you wish. I, however, cannot. Choose. Is the information you’re
looking for important enough to you? If not, keep your Ten’s name and go on
your way. I certainly won’t follow.”


The thought of leaving without answers, of facing more
nights of confusing dreams mixed with memory was . . . horrible. I hesitated a
long moment. I had faced dragon princes and far too many powerful high numbers
to get here. Mathias was in the Colosseum because of my need for answers. If I
left without any, it would be as though we had taken all these risks for
nothing.


“His name is Mathias, and he was once employed by Weard
Enterprises. He broke from them to save me so they want to capture or kill him
too. That is how I know he will never betray me. The cost is even higher for
him, if he gets caught.” The words left me in a rush.


Yakov was silent, almost contemplative, as he considered me
then he lowered his head. “So it would seem. Very well, Lauren Hope, you may
ask your questions now.”


I gripped my tea tighter, but still didn’t drink it. “I’ve
been having . . . dreams. Nightmares really. Or memories. Of my past, of my
parents, but they abandoned me as a young child so I don’t understand what I
see in the dreams, not really. I don’t know anything about them or about my
past, about our people. And I want, no, I need to understand. I need to know
about our people, about what was hidden or forgotten after the high numbers
turned on us. Please, can you tell me anything of the Spotters?”


Yakov harrumphed. “I fear I know little outside common
knowledge. My parents were killed when I was young as well, and I have spent
many years pretending to be a Seer rather than a Spotter. It is why I have
survived this long. But, I can no longer leave Roma. It is dangerous even for
me to leave the hypogeum. I live in the old gladiator school, Ludus Magnus, hidden
by the glamour that tells everyone else it’s all ruins now. Two years past, I
attempted to leave Roma and was nearly captured by hunters sent by Weard. I
dare not leave again. My alliances here, especially with the games officials,
keep me protected but not if I leave. Especially not during fight season.”


“I understand.” I set my tea down once more as bitter disappointment
crashed over me. It seems even seers can get things wrong. Raz Yakov didn’t
hold any keys to unlocking my past, after all. We had taken all these risks and
for nothing.


“When I first came to Roma, I was younger and looking for
answers to our people’s history. I’d heard rumors that Spotters used to live in
a settlement somewhere in Italy. Roma is ancient and likes to hold her secrets
so I thought to start here.”


I looked up to find Yakov watching me intently. He cocked
his head slightly to the left, the light of the candles flickering across his
craggy weathered face in an almost sinister manner. Something completely at
odds with the gentleness of his voice as he continued, “I did not find what I
was looking for, a repository of sorts. However, I did find a Lore keeper. One
who made his life’s study the forgotten and lost paranormal species. He told me
that he had learned the history of the Spotters as a race was lost in the ashes
of Vesuvius. Not even the Lore keepers could maintain the buried knowledge
after so many long centuries. However, with the uncovering of Herculaneum and
Pompeii, there is a chance that the knowledge of our people was also rescued.
Portions of it in any case.”


“Did you go there?”


Yakov shook his head. “No. I meant to, but that was when the
hunters found me and almost killed me when I resisted them. The first time. I
tried again two years past, but Weard intervened again and now I am no longer
able to go.”


“What if I were to go? To Pompeii. That is where they found
the best preserved artifacts, after all. It makes sense to start in Pompeii.” I
hesitated, wondering if Mathias would agree to another detour when I was fairly
certain he wanted to leave Italy. I glanced at Raz Yakov who was watching me
with intense burning in his eyes. He had to want answers as badly as I did. “If
I make it there and find something, I will come back to tell you. Perhaps some
place without the burning security glamour.”


He nodded. “I cannot meet you very far, and I do not want
you to come to my home. I will meet you on the first level of the Colosseum
during the day when the tourists are around. Better hiding in plain sight.”


“Yes. Thank you for your help.” I rose to my feet. “I must
get back to the other patrons.”


“Your Myrmidon fights?”


I didn’t answer, my mind was already racing. I wasn’t even
certain how much time had passed since I left the viewing room in the company
of the dragon prince and woodwose. I nodded to Yakov. “Thank you again.”


Then, I hurried out of the room. I could only hope he didn’t
take offense that I had never taken a sip of tea. But, the worry over manners
didn’t last. I had to find out what was happening with Mathias.


 


* * *


 


Mathias


 


The sand flew as the Lion tumbled past me. I whirled,
sword extended. A roar shattered the air as my sword cut a thin line along
Atlas’ ribs. I moved back warily, bringing my sword to the fore once more.


Atlas roared again and shifted back into his half-form. His
mane shook with the fervor of his next roar. I could hear the crowd’s answering
cheers. We were closest to the Caesar side of the arena at the moment. I
tightened my grip on my sword as I observed the shifter with cool precision. I
could win. Easily. I could win even without killing him. Something slightly
more challenging and therefore worthy.


I did not allow myself to sink fully into the cold, not
enough to determine whether he deserved to live or die. I knew he worked for a
Therian organization. We had been allies once upon a time. There was no reason
to look deeper at what the cold offered to reveal.


He charged me. I brought my sword down, and he caught my
wrist. I allowed it. I even allowed him to grasp my other wrist and push me
back, my feet sliding across the sand. Beneath the sound of the crowd shouting,
he lowered his tawny head and growled low. “Let me win, Mathias. Lives depend
on it.”


I didn’t answer save to close my eyes briefly in
acknowledgement. He knew to make it look good. And, I could not afford to be
named the victor in this particular fight. Then I kicked out, catching him in
the gut. I kicked again, knocking him on his back, as I wrenched free of his
grasp.


I’d already shed my jacket at the beginning of the fight. We
had been in the pit longer than usual. The crowd was getting hungry for blood.
Now, they would have it. I charged Atlas, and he transformed back into an
oversized lion. He dodged my strike, but I cut off a hank from his mane. That
would annoy him.


He snarled at me and charged. I leapt to the side, raking
the sword down his side but not deep enough to do more than sting. He was fast.
I would give him that much. But, there would be only one reason he won tonight.
Me.


The lion leapt at me, and I spun away too slowly to escape
his outstretched paw. I groaned as hot tendrils of pain raked across my left
side. Then, a hard blow landed on top adding insult to injury. I dropped to one
knee. This part would not be fun.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The viewing room erupted into groans and curses as
Mathias fell to the sand, apparently incapacitated by Atlas. My heart was in my
throat. I could hardly breathe as I stared at the mirror glamour. No, no, no!
This was a mistake. I never should’ve brought him here. Why wasn’t he fighting
back the way I knew he could?


Nausea swept over me as realization burst. He couldn’t. He
couldn’t let an entire arena of powerful paranormals, all of whom had long
reach beyond Roma, know what he was. He couldn’t fight the way he had in the
past. Because . . .  Because of me.


Atlas struck him again, punching him in his wounded side
once more. My fingers tightened into fists, digging into my palms, as I stared
in horror at the screen. Please, Mathias, fight.


I didn’t dare say it out loud, but he never fought back. I
watched his head sink into the sand. Then, Atlas roared in triumph as he stood
over Mathias’ limp body. He grabbed something, no, it was Mathias’ jacket and
tossed it carelessly over Mathias. It covered his face like . . . like a dead
man’s shroud.


My stomach turned violently. I couldn’t even think about him
being . . . Closing my eyes, I turned my back on the room as the gong sounded.
The announcer’s voice was barely audible above the din of sore losers getting
into shouting matches. I heard some mentions of dragonborn, but for the most
part I ignored it. The announcer named Atlas of Athens the winner and first
champion of the Colosseum.


We weren’t allowed to leave yet. Somehow, I found myself
sitting on the edge of a seat tucked in the far corner of the room. I suddenly
realized there was another fight, but I couldn’t see it over the crowd of
patrons. I didn’t want to see it. The image of Mathias falling, of the jacket
covering him like a shroud, appeared in front of me no matter if my eyes were
open or shut.


I couldn’t show my emotions though. How I couldn’t tell you,
but somehow I forced the threats of tears, the apology I wanted to scream,
away. I folded my hands in my lap and closed my eyes as though I was merely
tired, not scared to death that Mathias had been killed. And, I waited. I
waited for the horrible night of the Colosseum fight to end.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Eight


 


Lauren


 


“He is this way, Signora.”


I followed the satyr, wishing he would move faster. But, I
didn’t say a word. I couldn’t speak. If I spoke, they would know he was
important and I had already put him in enough danger.


As it was, I still wasn’t entirely certain that I believed
the satyr’s assurances that my competitor was only injured. Maybe that’s what
they told every sponsor when the death wasn’t obvious in the arena. Maybe he
had been alive when they carried him off the sand only to die in the tunnels. I
pushed the thought away with the others.


“Not long now, Signora. Our healers have been tending him.”


I didn’t believe him. There was something in his voice, in a
barely noticeable hesitation, that screamed out it was a lie. I pushed the
rising emotions back down. Now was not the time.


I caught a glimpse of light up ahead and quiet voices mixed
with louder ones. Angry sponsors, no doubt, confronting the healers or the
competitors. I didn’t bother to listen to them as I continued following the
satyr. His cloven hooves sounded loud against the floor as packed dirt gave way
to smooth stone. He led me through a maze of white sheets forming makeshift
rooms before stopping in front of one. He smiled, something that should have
been less cheery, as he pulled back a sheet.


Mathias was sitting on a cot, feet resting on the floor, as
he pulled away from a flustered sprite that was hovering with a shot in hand.
He finished shrugging into his jacket as he grumbled in Italian, “I said no. I
do not need to be knocked out again. Nor do I need surgery.”


Well, there was another lie. I pushed the new flood of
emotions battering at my control back once more. I opened my mouth and then
closed it, afraid of what I would reveal if I let anything slip out. Mathias
noticed me. He offered a faint smile. “Ah, Signora Tilki, I fear tonight was
not a victory.”


“Not for you,” I noted coolly. Then, I looked at the sprite.
“Is that necessary? I wish to leave, and they will not permit me to do so
without him.”


The sprite and the satyr exchanged befuddled glances. I
suddenly realized I had lapsed into Turkish and, apparently, these two did not
understand me. Mathias couldn’t quite hide his grimace as he picked up his
sword. He quickly translated what I had said into Italian.


The sprite lowered the shot though her expression carried
her disapproval. “All competitors may leave of their own will, if able.”


“Good. I am able.” Mathias turned his attention to the
satyr. “Show us the fastest way out.”


As we followed the satyr, who nearly tripped over his own
cloven hooves to accommodate us, I couldn’t help grabbing Mathias’ hand and
giving it a light squeeze. He squeezed back before letting go. I glanced up at
his bruised and cut face. The matter of Raz Yakov and everything else would
have to wait. For a little while at least.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


I quietly closed the door behind room service, keeping
the collar of my robe closed tight with one hand. After locking the door back,
I carried the tray of a café worthy breakfast into the bedroom. Mathias was
still sprawled on his back, right arm covering his face. My gaze dropped to his
ribs. They were purple and yellow tinged with green today. A week after the
fights, and I could still see the long scratches left by the lion’s claws too.
Although, those were scabbed over now.


“I told you I am doing quite well.”


“You’re British. Your leg could be falling off, and you
would still say that,” I retorted.


“I thought that was because I’m male. Isn’t that what you
said yesterday, love?”


I shook my head. He might have wanted me to smile, but I
simply couldn’t bear it. His injuries had been absolutely terrible when I
finally got him back to the hotel and was able to look him over. “It’s both.” I
set the bed tray down across his lap. “You need to eat. It’s cappuccinos and
cornettos covered with powdered sugar today.”


“What Italians have against a nice cuppa earl grey, I’ll
never know,” Mathias groaned as he lowered his arm.


A faint smile curved my lips. If he was feeling well enough
to protest the lack of his favorite tea, he was finally improving. I leaned
down to kiss his cheek, careful to avoid the fading bruises. A narrow cut still
decorated the bridge of his nose, and his black eye was finally fading so he
looked a little more himself today. Perching on the edge of the bed, I picked
up one of the cornettos and took a nibbling bite.


“Lauren.”


I lowered my pastry and studied him. He hadn’t been
breathing oddly. “Do you need more of the pain medication? We still have another
day or two left of it.”


Mathias grimaced. “No. No more pain medication. Dulls my
senses too much.”


He had been in so much pain the first two days after the
fights, he had needed his senses dulled. I resisted pointing that out, however.
He hadn’t quite forgiven me for even getting pain medication from a paranormal
healer. Even though I had been careful to walk into the market from a different
direction, and to leave by an entirely different route before finally making my
way back to the hotel.


“Lauren, we need to talk about what happened with Yakov.”


This time I was the one who grimaced. I had finally told him
what happened in the hypogeum. To say he had not been pleased to learn I gave
up our names and heritage was something of an understatement. Worse, he had
been disappointed.


“Mathias,” I began only to stop when he raised his hand.


“Hear me out, please.” He studied me for a moment before
sighing. “I am the one who should apologize. I shouldn’t have called it
foolish. Secrets like the one Yakov was carrying would naturally require an
equal secret to be revealed. You said you felt he was of no danger to us.”


I leaned toward him as I nodded. Placing my half eaten
pastry back on the tray, I brushed my hands off before clasping his left hand.
Rubbing my thumb against the back of his hand, I stated softly, “Yes. I promise
you I never would have given anything up if I wasn’t certain he meant us no
harm. His number never changed. He was watching mine too. We remained 3s, which
is what Spotters should be based on what I know.”


“Did you ask him about being related to a high number?”


“No. I don’t see how it’s possible. Being a Spotter is a
recessive talent so surely whatever talent a high number brought to the child
would overwhelm the Spotter talent.” I hesitated then added, “I think the 9 was
there to take my mother away. That it was my fault somehow. I just . . . I
can’t remember enough to know how other than . . . I think I forgot to be
careful about the numbers.”


Mathias’ brows lowered. “You blame yourself?”


I couldn’t quite meet his eyes as I shrugged. “I don’t see
how it wasn’t me. Otherwise, why would they leave me? Unless, I made it too
dangerous for us to stay together. For them to stay with me.”


“You were only a child.”


I shook my head and offered a trembling smile. “It does not
matter. What matters is there’s a chance I can at least find out something
about my people.”


“Are you certain?” Mathias waved his hand at me. “You barely
survived the unfortunate detour of the games to speak to Raz Yakov. Yet, you
want us to go to Mount Vesuvius to poke around in the ash for anything that
remains of the Spotter settlement, then you want to bring that information back
to Raz Yakov. Why? Why not stop now, and we can go into hiding somewhere warm
and tropical and not anywhere near Italy or Greece?”


It was tempting. Hiding somewhere no one would find us.
Finally, being able to stop running. I brushed my thumb over the back of his
hand and sighed. Meeting his patient gaze, I shrugged helplessly. “I can’t,
Mathias. Not yet. I need . . . I need answers. I need to know where I came from
and why I am the way that I am. You have had that all your life. But, I haven’t
and if for some reason my parents weren’t also Spotters, then I need to understand
why I have my talent at all. Because it doesn’t make sense for me to have it if
that is the truth of my heritage.”


When he didn’t say anything, I raised his hand up to my
lips. I kissed his fingers, then rested my cheek on them as I met his eyes. “I do
not ask for trials. Just a small detour to find some scrolls.”


He offered a crooked smile. “Are you planning to hold the
Trials of Achilles over me for the rest of our life together?”


“Just the first half, then you’ll do something else for me
to hold over you,” I teased.


Mathias chuckled then winced. “We can leave tomorrow.”


I shook my head. “Nice try, but no. The healers said two
weeks of rest. It’s barely been one.”


“Then, we can go in two days when the reservation ends.”


“Fine. But if you fall apart, I’m leaving you on your
shield.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Nine


 


Mathias


 


I kept an eye on Lauren as I drove the lorry down the
road. She had cried in her sleep for the last five nights. Something that
bothered me, a lot. Then, she hadn’t said a word today when we finally left
Roma for Naples. Not even when I allowed the porter to store our go bags
instead of doing it myself. Although, she had given me a look. One that usually
meant she would have something to say when we were in private again. But she
hadn’t said a word, not even when I decided to take a lorry to Vesuvius instead
of waiting around for a bus or another train ride.


The sun beat down with steady heat and my side still ached,
but I was fairly certain it was fine. Or, it would be soon in any case. Nothing
to worry about. I glanced over at Lauren where she  sat staring out the
window. “I didn’t think it would bother you this much. Possibly having a father
who was a 9, I mean.”


Lauren stirred then looked over at me, brushing her hair
back from her face. Dark eyes studied mine before she shook her head. “It’s not
what you’re thinking, Mathias. I just . . . Most high numbers terrify me,
always have, and they still do. Roma was torture for me. You are different from
other high numbers. You don’t have the same feel of power or danger, not the
way I feel with other high numbers. They have a sort of presence that
overwhelms and suffocates, power spilling over, the threat of imminent danger
spilling over, and it is all the time.”


“You don’t feel that with me?” I glanced from the road to
her, then back to the road as I was forced to hug the side to allow a lorry
stuffed with live chickens in crates to pass in the opposite direction. And
Lauren complained about the traffic in Roma. “Lauren? You don’t feel that with
me.”


“No. It’s easy to forget with you until I look up. You carry
yourself in a way that . . . It’s not friendly or harmless, but it’s not scary
either. It’s a sense of protection. Most high numbers simply don’t do that,
they don’t try to make less powerful paranormals feel . . . comfortable or
safe.”


Lauren drummed her fingers against her leg before
continuing, “It’s not just the fact that my talent shouldn’t be possible if I
have a father who was a 9. It’s that I don’t know. I can’t remember. Not clearly
enough anyway. High numbers have always meant danger until you. You’re the
exception, not the rule. And . . . It’s the not knowing that bothers me. I
don’t know if this man with the 9 was my father or an enemy who caught my
mother and separated us or something else entirely.”


“Not knowing is difficult. I can understand that much.” I
hesitated and then held my hand out to her. “No matter what we do or do not
find in Herculaneum, I want you to know I am here for you. Always.”


She gave me a look, but didn’t admonish the promise as too
lofty. Which it was, I knew. However, I wanted to give it to Lauren. More than
anything, she needed that promise and I wanted nothing more than to be the one
to give it to her. When she set her hand in mine, I couldn’t help feeling more
victorious than any grand game in the Colosseum could have made me feel. I
kissed her hand. “After this, love, we are going on a true holiday, and we’re
going to stay there.”


Now she smiled as I had hoped. “Oh really? And, just where
are we holidaying?”


“I hear New Zealand is nice. Lots of little islands in that
area of the Pacific where a person or two could get lost for a few years before
anyone notices.”


“You want to go on a semi-permanent vacation on a deserted
island. Are you serious?”


I grinned at her, laughing under my breath. “Sounds like a
plan to me. And if, oh say, one or two more people should show up while we’re
on holiday, well, that would be all right with me.”


Lauren shook her head, laughing softly. “Mathias, I’m
starting to think you have taken far too many hits on the head in recent
months. One or two, hmm? Will they be boys or girls joining us on the deserted
island?”


“I rather like the idea of both,” I mused. I drummed my
fingers against the steering wheel before continuing, “I must admit I was
thinking more along the lines of a final tally of oh six or seven.”


“Children?” she squeaked.


“I don’t think we’d be allowed to have that many dogs on the
island. Especially if it’s a smaller one.” I grinned at Lauren. “Come on, tell
me you haven’t had any plans for our future.”


“Surviving the next few months always sounded good to me.”
Lauren glanced from me to the road. “Is this really best time to talk
children?”


“What else is there to talk about?” I teased. “Names?”


She narrowed her eyes at me. “Very funny. While I’m sure you
have ideas about the names of your imaginary children too, I was thinking more
about what we should be looking for in Pompeii.”


“Herculaneum,” I corrected.


Lauren frowned at me. “Yakov said Pompeii. Why would we go
to Herculaneum instead? Pompeii is the preserved site.”


I raised a finger. “Two reasons, love. First and most
importantly, what you two Spotters apparently don’t know is that there is a
residential task force composed of Weard hunters that is maintained in and
patrols Pompeii. Part of the local agreement to keep looters out of the site,
primarily norms since there are paranormal artifacts that have yet to be
removed from Pompeii. I would greatly prefer to avoid them. Second, Herculaneum
while not as well known or popular as Pompeii also has a number of preserved
buildings. The most relevant being the Villa of the Papyri. It’s near the
shoreline and partially buried still. However, it is also host to one of the
largest library collections and the only surviving collection from the ancient
world outside of dragon troves. If there is anything left of the lore
concerning Spotters, odds are that it will be there.”


“And who guards Herculaneum?” Lauren asked cautiously.


“A dragon prince, though he is not in residence at
Herculaneum proper. He’s back in Naples.” Catching the way she bit her bottom
lip, I chuckled. “Don’t look so worried. I’m sure we can keep you down to only
three dragon princes instead of adding a fourth.”


Lauren reached over and slugged me in the shoulder.


“Ow. That almost hurt.”


“You are a very smug man, Mathias. I hope you trip over
something because you deserve it,” she retorted.


Knowing danger when I heard it, I pointed at the sudden
change in architecture and the view of the Bay of Naples where modern buildings
gave way to more ancient ones beneath the shadow of Vesuvius. “Look, we are
almost there. Not bad at all. Fifteen minutes, well, thirty because of the
traffic snarl we got stuck in at the city center. It would have taken longer to
reach Pompeii.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


Walking through the ancient remains of Herculaneum
reminded me of being back in Thrace. Not exactly a fun memory. I looked over at
Mathias. He was studying the preserved homes that almost seemed to wait for
their occupants to return at any moment. His words about wanting children
drifted through my mind before I pushed them back. Now was not the time to
think about the future. First, we needed to survive the present.


The dichotomy of modern Ercolano’s buildings jutting up
against and occasionally over the ancient buildings was almost jarring. But the
closer we got to the shoreline, the more I noticed the columned terraces
instead. Mathias took my hand just as I spied two 8s positioned near the
building. Dragons or dragonborn most likely. What if they had been given
pictures of me too? What if they stopped us?


I couldn’t imagine being stopped so close to our goal. Or
worse being sent back to Naples to face yet another dragon prince. My grip
tightened around Mathias’ hand as we came closer to the men who were clearly
guards. They glanced at us, but said nothing as we passed. Still, I couldn’t
breathe easily until we stepped inside the ancient stone terrace. The lava flow
had been excavated, and I couldn’t help a sense of awe that crept over me with
the thought of walking across marbled mosaic floors that had been buried
beneath a volcano’s wrath. It was also a touch like walking into a crypt.


A crypt that was bustling with whispering denizens. People
dressed in a mix of white lab coats and civilian clothing gathered in various
portions of the large portico. Some were peering at delicate papyrus scrolls.
Others were taking pictures or notes. This wasn’t quite what I had expected
when coming inside.


“Good afternoon, Signor and Signora, may I be of service?”


I managed to pry my attention away from the preserved painted
mosaic of Neptune and his wife, Salacia, on the far wall to meet the bright
gaze of a man. A 4 glowed above his sandy corkscrew curls that were only
partially contained by an olive green bandana. His blue eyes were sharp behind
round glasses and his smile equally bright. He wasn’t in a lab coat, but he
wore protective gloves. He also spoke Italian with a French accent, which was .
. . interesting to hear.


Quickly summoning a smile, I stepped forward still clinging
to Mathias’ hand. Fortunately, he moved with me. “Good afternoon. Are you a
dosen here?”


The man nodded. He switched to match my English as he said,
“I am. You may call me Daniel. Like many of the dosen here in Herculaneum, I am
a Lore keeper. Are you searching for something specific?”


“Yes, although I am not certain if the information survived
this long.” I hesitated only half a blink before I forced myself to continue
with careful lightness even as I strangled Mathias’ hand. “I heard tell of a
story that there was once a community of Spotters in Herculaneum. And, that
they kept all of their lore here. Do you know if this is true?”


The dosen’s jaw dropped, and then he peeked over his
shoulder furtively. No one else was paying attention to us. He nodded, then
beckoned to me. “Come. There are still answers, but they are hidden with care.
Come please.”


I followed him, barely noticing that I was still keeping a
stranglehold on Mathias’ hand. Daniel led us past several study areas and knots
of dosens mixed with civilians. Teaching and sharing knowledge about the
ancient city; although, I didn’t hear even one of them mentioning Spotters.
Which actually shouldn’t have been unexpected.


Daniel began talking again as we entered an area of the
villa where sunlight no longer filtered in through the columns. “This is an
area that’s closed off to most people. Norms don’t know that we’ve excavated it
at all. They think it’s completely buried beneath the volcanic deposits still.
And, even most paranormals don’t know we’re this far underneath the deposits.
We believe a glamour was tampered with to preserve the papyri in this portion
of the villa. They confirm that the villa was more than a rich man’s private
library and seashore retreat. The Spotters treated it as a hall of knowledge so
to speak.”


A hall of knowledge . . . It was absolutely . . .
astonishing to even think that my ancestors had once been numerous enough to
have a town, much less an entire hall of knowledge. And somehow, by some
miracle, it hadn’t been lost to Vesuvius’ fury. And, someone had started
studying them. Answers were so close that I could hardly believe it.


“Do you know much about the Spotters?” I asked, almost
afraid he would answer with the usual denial.


Instead, he grinned over his shoulder at me. “We know far
more than most people, more than even the average Lore keeper. It seems that
Herculaneum was home to the first and possibly the only true community of
Spotters before its destruction. In the days of the Republic, there were still
dragon princes around, including the ancestor of our benefactor in Naples, and
the Spotters were under their protection. Herculaneum became a place where
young Spotters were taught their history and received training.”


I hid a frown. “What type of training?”


“The best way to assess situations between more dangerous
paranormals as well as how to respond where needed. At least, that’s what we’ve
gleaned so far. Some of the details are still unknown. We believe the Spotters
fulfilled a far more complex role within paranormal society than the histories
have recorded. A role that I personally believe our world would have been
better off keeping.”


I glanced at Mathias. He raised his eyebrows at me and
patted my hand where I still clung to his. When he didn’t say anything, I
hurried to pick up the slack. “You are very . . . passionate about the
Spotters, Daniel.”


He gave a little embarrassed chuckle and adjusted his
glasses before responding, “Yes, well . . . Spotters and Lore keepers actually
aren’t wholly disparate from each other. We’re both derivatives of the Seer
talent. In fact, it is my belief that this is why Spotters were able to somehow
survive not only the first purge, but also the second one carried out under the
guise of the inquisition.”


“Which one?”


“Take your pick,” he muttered. “In any case, the Spotter
talent is known to be recessive, which would make it possible to hide for
generations before manifesting in a particular child. Rather like having blonde
hair or blue eyes in a family of brown hair or brown eyes. Only it does seem to
be an increasingly rare thing these days. Perhaps certain powers that be have
finally succeeded in stamping them out.”


“This bothers you,” I murmured, noting the tension radiating
from the dosen’s shoulders. “May I ask why?”


Daniel sighed and adjusted his glasses before running a
thumb across his brow, nudging the edge of his bandana. “Yes, well, I do not
like that a peaceful species was targeted for the sole reason that their
knowledge was considered . . . inconvenient by the powerful paranormals who
weren’t able to scheme as well with them around. When you use such logic, how
long before Lore keepers are targeted as well? After all, we like the Spotters
have the ability to disrupt the powerful under the right circumstances. It is
not a pleasant thought, non?”


“No, it is not.” I fell silent, mind whirling with the
implications. Why hadn’t the Lore keepers been targeted in the same way? Of
course, Lore keepers were different. It wasn’t as though everyone in their
species held all the same knowledge. They specialized in specific areas and
interests. If a Lore keeper’s knowledge became . . . dangerous or inconvenient
as Daniel called it, then it was easy to put a stop to it. Just one Lore keeper
needed to vanish.


“May I ask why you’re searching for Spotters? Are you one?”


I hesitated, tightening my grip on Mathias’ hand, before
nodding. “Yes.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Ten


 


Mathias


 


Lauren’s nails kept digging into my hand as her grip tightened
with every passing moment. I hid any hint of discomfort, however, as I watched
the dosen carefully. He stumbled in response to Lauren’s confirmation that she
was in fact a Spotter, something I would’ve preferred she’d kept to herself.


However, I sensed no malice in the man as he spun to face
us, eyes wide behind his glasses. “Truly? You are one of them?”


Lauren nodded. “I am.”


Daniel ran a hand along his smooth jaw, then grinned. “This
is . . . This is wonderful! Do you know how I have longed to speak to a
Spotter? Marie, she is my partner . . . we have been studying the old records
of documented Spotters for decades! Trying to trace the bloodlines, but we’ve
had a terrible time tracing them after the Inquisitions and also Salem in the
New World, which we believe was a ploy used to stamp out the Spotter families
who escaped with the Therian shifters during their Great Purge in Europe. In
any case, our goal was to trace the bloodlines and find living survivors.” He
clasped his hands together as a low chuckle escaped him, his eyes still fixed
on Lauren. “And, you are here. How astounding. Marie will be delighted!”


“Why are you so determined to find survivors?” I
interjected, watching him carefully. “Did Weard hire you to trace the
information?”


The dosen’s gaze flicked to me, and he shook his head. “Non,
non.” He looked from me to Lauren, and then back to me as a hint of censure
entered his voice. “We are independent of affiliation. We applied to the Dragon
Prince of Naples for permission to study Herculaneum. Weard’s pocket riders are
far more interested in Pompeii. We have no association with Weard. They’re
mongering after treasure and weapons like those are all that matter in life.
They care nothing for history. And, who would care besides a pair of eccentrics
to trace the bloodlines of an extinct race of paranormals, hmm? No one.”


Lauren’s dark gaze was pleading when I looked down at her.
She tilted her head slightly toward the ruffled Lore keeper as she mouthed a
silent plea. I met the dosen’s irate gaze and bowed my head slightly. “I see.
Forgive me for implying the association. Rudeness was never my intent, however,
her safety is of utmost importance to me.”


Daniel sniffed, then his eyes dropped to where Lauren still
clung to my hand. “Ah, I see now. Very well, I shall accept your apology.”


He waved for us to follow as he continued speaking, “As I
said before, the scrolls Marie and I are studying were protected. They are in
much better shape than those that were removed to Naples for preservation. A good
thing as it allows us to study in better privacy.” He glanced over his
shoulder, gaze settling on Lauren, as he asked, “Do you know much of your
heritage? Your bloodline?”


Lauren shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. Other than being
Turkish, I really don’t know much about my past. My parents . . .”


Hearing the slight break in her voice, I reached across to
fold my other hand around Lauren’s. Cradling her hand between both of mine now,
I squeezed lightly. She darted a faint smile at me then continued, “I lost them
at a young age, and I have difficulty recalling those early memories.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


Daniel’s mouth curved into a smile once more and he waved
for us to keep following as he quickened his pace. “Come! Come! Marie, she has
the talent for retrieving knowledge. It is a rare and peculiar talent of Lore
keeping, difficult to master. She has trained only three others, and only one
is as successful.”


I frowned slightly. “I don’t understand. How is this
different from being a Lore keeper?”


“It is not different so much as it is more. Few have the
ability, much less skill, to learn how to retrieve knowledge that cannot be
found in scrolls and histories. And here,” he waved a hand at the walls of
volcanic deposits filling the spaces between marble columns, “we have an
additional advantage. A memory mirror from ancient days. It is a very powerful
tool and, when combined with Marie’s talent, it can be used to access memories.
Even those that are latent.”


Old stories, legends really, about how messing with
forgotten memories could easily turn to tragedy even though the method itself
wasn’t as fickle as attempting to use hypnosis since your own beliefs couldn’t
affect the retrieval process. Norms were the only ones who played with hypnosis
though. Paranormals knew better than to try such light trances, especially on
each other. Although there were species who could enthrall or manipulate the
senses, including planting false memories. Still, there was some truth in the
adage of allowing the lost to lie forgotten.


Yet, my throat prickled and my stomach churned uneasily at
the thought of turning back now. I had hoped for answers about my people.
Getting answers about my parents and what really happened in my past . . . It
would be an unexpected boon.


Mathias touched my hand again, and I realized I was holding
on so tight that I was digging my nails into his hand. I quickly relaxed my
grip. Despite wanting to ask him what he thought, I could already guess. It was
a risk. There was no guarantee that what Daniel promised would actually give me
answers. And, one never knew how the mind would react to poking at buried
memories. Yet . . .


I looked up into Mathias’ blue-green eyes. The corner of his
mouth curved slightly into the barest hint of a smile. He tilted his head
toward me, but said nothing. I understood though. He was with me, whatever I
decided. Just as he had been every step of the way, since Venice. Well, since
Halliman’s really.


Turning my attention back to Daniel, I nodded. “I would be
honored to attempt it. Where do we begin?”


“With Marie.” The words no sooner left his mouth than he
spun on his heel and hurried off.


Before I could follow him, Mathias abruptly let go of my
hand in favor of pulling me close. I wrapped an arm around his waist, burying
my face in his leather jacket for half a breath. We didn’t say anything, we
didn’t need to, before we started walking again. I was more than a little glad
that Mathias kept his arm draped across my shoulders, however. I kept my arm
around his waist as well, not wanting to let go too soon.


We followed Daniel deeper into the buried villa. Every once
in a while I caught a glimpse of a glamour’s sheen between the almost ghostly
columns and arches, a protective glamour that was acting as a shield no doubt.
I didn’t have a talent for guessing the age of objects unless something was
ancient enough to be felt by even minor paranormals like me, however, if I were
to guess, the glamours were likely recent. Established when the paranormals
began secretly burrowing further into the villa, perhaps to replace old
protective glamours as Daniel mentioned.


We turned to the right and entered a portion of the villa
that wasn’t as well lit as the rest. I could barely see the columns now. As we
walked further, I realized I had stopped seeing the columns all together
because the volcanic deposits were inside the villa’s open structure. We were
in a narrow corridor with dusty mosaic tiles barely visible on the floor.
Daniel had a lantern in one hand. I didn’t remember seeing him pick it up, but
I must’ve been too distracted to pay close attention.


“It is not far. We did not attempt to clear the entire hall.
Only the rooms beyond are clear because they were never struck by the ash,
never carbonized in the same way. It is a sight beyond words, truly. You will
see when we arrive.”


I believed him. Walking into the buried remains of a Roman
villa that had been lost for centuries was bizarre enough. Knowing that the
promised destination potentially held so many of the answers to questions I had
carried for all my life? Now, that was what truly took my breath away.


The narrow corridor gave away to a shallow basin in front of
an arched doorway. There were reliefs of the old Roman and Greek gods. I
recognized one of them as Athena or Minerva depending on whom you asked.
Another was Janus, the god with two faces. The Romans worshipped him as the god
of beginnings and vigilance, as a guardian of doorways. The goddess of wisdom
and the god of beginnings and vigilance. Appropriate enough, I supposed.
Slipping my arm from around Mathias, I stepped forward out of his hold just as
Daniel turned to face us once more. He smiled and nodded to me, his French
accent somewhat more pronounced now. “Marie is through here. Shall we?”


I nodded. “I am ready.”


Then, I stepped through the doorway. After running into so
many protections since coming into Italy, it was almost strange to find there
wasn’t another protective glamour beyond the doorway. Instead, I stepped into a
decent sized room filled with rows upon rows of narrow shelves. Each shelf
contained cubbyholes filled with scrolls. Some scrolls were inside wooden
boxes, but most were simply stacked together.


Daniel walked into the center of the room, leading the way
around several of the shelves until we emerged into an open area. A large
wooden table that was nearly black with age stood in the center and a woman
with spiked silver-blue hair and a 4 glowing overhead was leaning over it as
she studied an open scroll of papyrus, taking notes as she went. She addressed
Daniel in French, “Why are you so late? We should have been through three
scrolls by now.”


“Marie, I have found one of them.”


“One of what?”


“Not what. Who.” Daniel gestured to me excitedly as he
breathed, “A Spotter!”


Marie straightened slowly before turning to face us. The
exasperation on her face faded to surprise as her attention fell on me. Her
brow furrowed as surprise turned to confusion. “Who are you?”


“My name is Lauren,” I said as I stepped forward, “and I am
looking for answers to my past, and my heritage as a Spotter.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Eleven


 


Mathias


 


Marie and Daniel carefully removed a drop cloth from a
concave stand, exposing a bronze mirror that gleamed faintly in the light of
their lanterns. The two Lore keepers seemed harmless enough, but I still stood
back a little. I did not believe there was anyone else in the room. It was just
common sense to keep my distance.


Lauren, however, remained close to the two scholars. Her
dark eyes and hair gleamed in contrast with the distorted cast of her lightly
tanned complexion in the mirror’s surface. The mirror was in far better shape
than most ancient mirrors, but it still failed to accurately reflect my wife’s
appearance. My gaze dropped to her right hand as her fingers tapped a rapid
rhythm against her thigh. A nervousness that didn’t show in her voice, however,
when she broke the hushed silence. “How long has this been here? Since the
eruption?”


Marie was the one who answered, her French accent thick, “We
believe this memory mirror was brought here by the survivors of Troy.”


“By Aeneas?” I questioned.


She glanced at me as she nodded before returning her
attention to Lauren. “As the histories tell us, Aeneas was a leader of the
paranormals who escaped the fall of Troy. He wandered for a while and
eventually made his way to Italy. Herculaneum was first founded as a Greek
settlement, but there is evidence here to suggest that it is even older than
that.” She placed a gloved hand against the etched bronze frame surrounding the
large mirror. “Very few memory mirrors have survived to the present in the
west, though it is said only two exist in the keep of the eastern dragon kings.
The only reason this one remains here, instead of being removed to the prince’s
trove, is because it cannot possibly be moved without being destroyed. He would
rather have a working memory mirror here than store a broken one in his trove.
He’s a very practical dragon.”


Until someone attempted to cross him, no doubt. However, I
kept that thought to myself. A practical dragon prince was preferable to a
meddler like the dragon prince of Venice.


“Practical dragons are always a blessing,” Lauren murmured,
causing me to swallow a laugh. “How does the process work?”


“I will assist you in accessing the locked memories,” Marie
replied. She stroked the mirror’s frame lightly and then turned to face Lauren.
Raising her hands, she silently asked permission, which Lauren gave with a nod.


I slipped my hands beneath my jacket, checking my daggers
since I had left my sword in the lorry. My side pulled and ached, reminding me
that the souvenirs I gathered in the Colosseum had yet to finish healing. They
shouldn’t get in my way though. I would not allow them to get in my way.


Marie now stood with one bare hand, resting her fingertips
against Lauren’s temple. “You said you lost your parents as a young child.
However, memories can still be touched, felt, tasted, heard, and smelt. Think
of your parents. What do you smell?”


I edged to my left so I could better see the mirror.
Lauren’s eyes fluttered closed, and I watched her draw a deep breath. She
exhaled slowly. “Jasmine.”


“Why jasmine?”


Her brow wrinkled, then smoothed. “Mama always smells like
jasmine. There was a glass vase that held clear liquid and she would dab it on
her wrists. Behind her ears. She always smells like jasmine.”


“Good. What do you taste?”


“Baklava and Lokum, Turkish delight. Baba brought some home
to surprise Mama because . . . she was sad we couldn’t go to Turkey.”


Marie nodded, then reached out with her other gloved hand
and carefully touched the inner edge of the mirror. The bronze surface rippled
oddly. “What do you hear?”


“Baba says ‘Yalla Habibti.’” Lauren’s lips quirked into a
little smile. “Come on, darling. Says it all the time when he wants us to
hurry. Mama will call him ‘Askïm’, my love, and both of us she calls ‘Canïm’,
my life. Baba will call her ‘Ayïm’, my moon.”


A shimmering wave rushed over the surface of the mirror as
Marie murmured, “What about touch?”


“Baba will carry me on his shoulders. He says it is because
I am like Mama, my legs are too short for long journeys. I like being up high
and looking down at Mama.” The little smile trembled suddenly, then faded as
she inhaled sharply. “The touch of Mama’s necklace is cold. I don’t want to
keep it.”


“What do you feel?”


“Safe, warm.” Lauren drew a shaky breath and her brow
furrowed as she continued, “Alone. Cold.”


“Where are your parents?”


“Gone. They went away and left me behind. I don’t understand
why.”


Marie nodded, sympathy softening her gaze. “Do you wish to
know what you’ve hidden?”


“There’s nothing there.”


“Yes, there is. I can help you see it. Do you want to see
it?”


There was a split second of silence and then Lauren
breathed, “Yes.”


Another shimmering wave darted across the memory mirror but
clouds rolled in its wake, obscuring the mirror’s surface. However, as the
clouds reached the far side of the mirror, an image slowly formed in their
wake. It was blurry at first, but then the image became clearer forming into
the shape of a woman. Petite with dark hair that peaked in the center, a creamy
tan complexion like Lauren’s, wide dark eyes. And a 4 that glowed golden above
her dark hair. I blinked in surprise. That was how Lauren saw everyone she met?


The woman who looked too similar to Lauren to be anyone save
her mother suddenly smiled. “Come, canïm, Baba is waiting.”


A small hand reached out and grasped the woman’s
outstretched one. Then, the image changed to show a man with a somewhat darker
olive complexion, wavy dark hair that fell to just above his shoulders, and
carefully groomed goatee and moustache. What caught my attention, however, was
the number glowing above his head . . . a 9. Dark eyes looked wary before
lightening as he smiled and crouched just as a child’s voice cried out, “Baba!”


I watched the man with a 9 catch a small girl in his hands,
a reflection of Lauren if I had to guess, then she squealed with laughter as he
tossed her in the air and caught her again. On the third toss, the little girl
squealed for him to toss her higher.


The man laughed low. “You wish to fly, my darling? Will you
turn into a phoenix and fly away?”


The child laughed. “Yes!”


The man sighed as he tossed her up, then murmured something
low. He gestured, and the girl hovered in the air above his head. She shrieked,
“Mama! I’m flying!”


As the man started laughing, the mother’s voice broke into the
conversation. “Elam, you are an overdramatic Jinn. Do not just leave Lauren up
there. Bring her back down.”


He grinned at her as she drew into the mirror’s frame once more,
a smile pulling at her lips despite her scolding gaze. She pointed at him.
“Elam, bring her down and stop using your Jinn tricks for such dramatics. She
could get hurt if you aren’t careful.”


“I thought you liked flying too, Natalia,” he teased. But,
he gestured once more and Lauren dropped gently into his hold. He kissed her
forehead and handed her to her mother. “If it will keep you happy, Ayïm. Here
is our little phoenix.”


Lauren wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck, and then
smiled at her father. “Baba, I saw a 7 at the park.”


Both parents’ smiles vanished for an instant before they
returned slowly. The mirror darkened briefly, then the clouds rolled across its
surface once more obscuring the image of the little family. I looked over at
Daniel, but the dosen was writing furiously on a notepad. He glanced up and
caught me watching. He only nodded to the mirror once more.


I realized the dusky clouds obscuring the mirror’s surface
were clearing once more. The image that appeared now was different, however.
First, the impression of bedding and then I realized it was a bedroom. No, a
hotel room most likely, given there was another bed only a short distance away.
Elam and Natalia sat on the closest edge of that bed although neither seemed to
be looking toward Lauren. They no longer smiled and worry reigned in their
expressions. Natalia in particular seemed deeply affected as she rubbed her
hands together. “What will we do, Elam?”


He covered her hands with his, stilling all movement. “You
are certain of what you saw?”


She nodded. Her gaze flicked from him to the other bed
briefly before returning to him. “Yes. She has been revealed as a Spotter.” Her
brow furrowed and a frisson of anger heated her voice as she choked, “I trusted
Pinar with my life. We were as close as sisters in the Sibylline Protectorate,
and I trusted her with the knowledge that Lauren was seeing numbers! I trusted
her, and she has betrayed us to Weard! They won’t care that you have worked for
them. They will take her from us if they catch us.”


Elam pulled Natalia into an embrace, their numbers melding
and blurring together until it almost appeared to be a single 9 above them
both. “We had no reason to suspect Pinar, and we needed to find out why she was
talking about numbers we couldn’t see. It was a logical thing to have Pinar
access the Protectorate’s records.”


Natalia pulled back, separating their numbers once more.
“This is the second time we’ve had to change locations because Lauren saw a 7
following us. How long do you think we have before Weard makes a serious effort
to approach us?”


She didn’t give him a chance to answer before she spoke
again. “We only need another week before we can all escape. Get further from
Chicago.”


Now, Elam’s expression changed. He looked . . . weary and worried.
“I sent two more on a wild chase on the belief that they saw us leaving town. I
knew them both, Rodan and Myles. Two dragonborn, and they are not artifact
hunters.”


Wide eyes turned from him to Lauren, then Natalia’s
expression changed. Fear gave way to fierce determination, and she clenched her
jaw. The 4 above her head flickered into a 6. “I don’t care what they are. I’ll
rip them both apart if they try to touch her.”


A ghost of a smile flickered over Elam’s lips before
vanishing once more. “I know you will, my moon. However, I fear Rodan and
Myles’ presence was only a sign of growing interest in Lauren. Especially when
combined with your Seer’s sight of Pinar’s betrayal.” He paused, clearly
weighing his next words. “We must change our plans. The only way to protect
Lauren from Weard is to leave her behind.”


“No,” came the harsh hiss. Natalia glared at her mate with
the same fierceness as she had when speaking of ripping two dragonborn apart,
her number flickering back into a 6. “No, Elam, I am not going to leave my
daughter behind. I won’t abandon her.”


Elam touched her cheek, his expression and voice gentling,
as he replied, “Natalia, my glamours can only hide us for so long. The problem
is that Weard has enough hunters who know me that they will be able to track my
scent through any glamour, especially if we match the description they have of
us.”


“You’re a Jinn, you can change us to any appearance you
wish. Make us some kind of Fae, make us High Elves.” Natalia grasped his sleeve
as she leaned forward, her words coming faster. “Elam, please. There must be
another way. Do not ask me to leave my baby. I cannot abandon her.”


“Natalia, my moon, we are not abandoning her.” Elam lowered
his head toward her, once more blurring their numbers together. “This
separation will not last. However, Weard has told the hunters to look for a
family of three, and they know I am Jinn. They know how I can use my talents.
The risk is too great.” He paused and then continued with reluctance, “I have
made arrangements today. You and I will leave the country tomorrow, we will
take care of what we must after we have laid a false trail into the territory
of Auberon and Titania. Lauren will remain with a family I’ve chosen. They have
no links to our proper names or our aliases, but they are a home where
paranormals sometimes leave foundlings. Lauren will live with them for however
long it takes us to complete this last mission, and they will believe that she
is a half-Sprite, half-norm and that will protect her from hunters. And I 
. . . I will take care of the rest. No one will know she is still here. They
won’t know we are travelling without her. And once it is finished, we will come
back for her. We will go to my people. Weard won’t be able to find her there.”


The covers in the foreground stirred slightly. Elam turned
to the other bed, and then he leaned across to smooth the covers. He reached
his hand out of sight of the mirror and murmured, “Go back to sleep, little
one. Forget anything you heard.”


The images blurred and once again disappeared behind
swirling clouds. The mirror’s surface was covered for only a fraction of a
second before it cleared once more. The distinct but faint light of dawn filled
the image first. Then, Natalia was kneeling in front of Lauren. The indecision
and sadness weighing in dark eyes so similar to her daughter’s was enough to
make anyone with an ounce of empathy ache. Elam appeared behind her, his
expression solemn. “Natalia, we must go.”


Natalia took off her pendant necklace. I recognized the sapphire
teardrop as the one Lauren had always worn until she was forced to give it up
during the Trials. Natalia placed it around Lauren’s neck and then touched her
chin, guiding her to look up at her. “What is your name?”


“Lauren Serkan,” came the small voice. A small hand touched
Natalia’s cheek. “What’s wrong, Mommy?”


Natalia’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “No. Your name
is Lauren Hope. Do you understand?”


“Yes, Mommy.”


Natalia smiled faintly. “Good. Now what is your name?”


“Lauren Hope.”


“Good girl.” Natalia smoothed her daughter’s hair, then
kissed the top of her head. “Remember, Lauren, we do not speak of the numbers.
And, you must be a brave little girl. Do you understand?”


“Yes, Mommy.”


Elam crouched beside his mate and wrapped his hands around
her shoulders, pulling her with him as he stood once more. “Natalia, we cannot
wait any longer. We must go. Get in the car.”


“I know.” The words came so softly that they were almost
indiscernible.


Elam turned Natalia away and ushered her further and
further. The mirror flickered, briefly showing a door to a simple house. The
bright blue paint seemed friendly enough, but then the image changed and Elam
was helping Natalia into a car. There was a low gasp and the small girl with
her black hair bouncing in pigtails went running toward the car, arms
outstretched. “Baba! Baba! Don’t leave! Don’t go, Baba! Take me too! Baba!”


Natalia’s face crumpled, then she dropped her head into her
hands as Elam shut the door. He ran around the front of the car to catch Lauren
just as she reached the car. She threw her arms around his neck as he picked
her up. He spoke but the words were indiscernible, only the cadence indicating
that he was no longer speaking English. Something odd because I didn’t think
they had been speaking only English in the other memories.


He didn’t put her in the car. Instead, he carried her back
to the house with the bright blue door. He set her down on the front porch and
crouched down. Lauren whimpered, tears running down her rounded cheeks. “Take
me too, Baba!”


Elam wiped away the tears. “I can’t, my darling. Baba and
Mama must leave you here for a little while. We must go stop some very bad men,
but after that we will come back for you.”


The little girl shook her head. “Take me too, Baba.”


“I can’t. We can’t. You must stay here where you will be
safe. Remember, you are Lauren Hope now. You must be brave, darling, brave like
your Mama.” His mouth twitched into a wry smile. “She’s the bravest woman in
all the world.” He tapped Lauren on the end of her nose. “And, so are you.”


He kissed her on the forehead, turned, and walked away. She
didn’t chase after him this time. But she still called softly, “Don’t leave,
Baba.”


The mirror clouded briefly and then went dark. Lauren drew a
ragged breath as the Lore keeper broke the connection between her and the
mirror. Tears were running in rivulets down her face. Then, her eyes rolled up.


I leapt forward, barely catching her before she hit the
ground. “Lauren!”


Her eyelids fluttered, tears still leaking past to roll down
her cheeks. I brushed the tears away, murmuring to her in Myrmidon, “I’m here.
I’m here, heart-love.”


Her eyelids moved, but didn’t open. I adjusted my hold on
her so I could pull a dagger. I pointed it in the direction of the two Lore
keepers. “What did you do to her?”


Marie raised her hands. “Please, we caused no harm. However,
I did not realize that a Jinn had blocked the memories. If I had, I would have
unlocked them more slowly.”


I frowned at her, still holding the dagger at the ready.
Frost coated my voice as I demanded, “Why didn’t you?”


The Lore keeper grimaced. “Memory retrieval is like
unlocking a dam. You can either retrieve a single memory or you unlock the
gates and allow everything to flow to the surface. Every emotion that was
locked up with those memories has been unlocked. The experience can overwhelm
or even shut down the conscious mind until she has time to finish processing
the emotions.”


I glanced down at Lauren. She was twitching now, distress
written all over her face even though she didn’t make a sound. Ice flooded my
veins and chilled my voice as I fixed the female Lore keeper with a hard stare.
“Fix it. Now.”


“I cannot,” she stated with far too much calm.


“Why not?” I growled.


“As I said, she must process the emotions connected with
those memories. They were far more traumatic than I realized when we started.”
The Lore keeper paused then added, “If she is strong, she will come through
it.”


“What happens if she can’t?”


She blinked, but no other emotion was betrayed. Not even
when she spoke. “Her mind will shut down, and she will not wake again.”


“How long?”


“Unknown.” She hesitated before adding, “If she recovers,
tell her I remember her parents. Tell her I know more about them and their
fate.”


I sheathed the dagger and picked Lauren up. “I’ll consider
it.” I turned my attention to the other Lore keeper, Daniel. “Can you get us
out of here without going out the front?”


He nodded. “Yes, I can do that. There’s a back tunnel. Marie
and I use it when we work too late and don’t want to waste time explaining
ourselves to the guards.”


Carrying Lauren, I gladly put distance between the memory
mirror and us. I wasn’t certain it hadn’t caused more harm than good. I
wouldn’t know until she woke.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Twelve


 


Lauren


 


Bits and pieces of memory followed me wherever I went.
The smell of jasmine, the taste of baklava and lokum, the thrill of being so
high when Baba carried me or used his magic to hold me in the air like I was
flying. But, there was also the overwhelming sense of loneliness when they
disappeared. The bright blue door had led into a nice quiet house with a Sprite
family. But, it didn’t last.


I could only tell them that my name was Lauren Hope. I
didn’t know where my parents were anymore, and I couldn’t remember their names.
I cried at night, but they never came back. Then, one night I stopped crying.
When the Sprite family learned I knew Turkish, they decided my father must have
been the one who was Turkish. But, they could not locate him. Efforts to find a
Sprite who had a child with a norm ended in failure. After a year, they sent me
to live with a new foster family. A family of Lupine shifters originally from
Turkey that had promised to use their family connections to look in Turkey for
my parents’ identity. Nothing came of it.


It was in first grade that I first heard about the Spotters,
the paranormals who saw numbers. I wanted desperately to ask the teacher
questions, but something kept me from doing so. Instead, a classmate asked all
sorts of questions with only a few answers available. Two days later, her
parents and a pair of scary looking men with 8s over their heads took her out
of school. It was the first time I realized high numbers were scary and bad.
The Lupine family hadn’t kept me long, and I was back with the proper Fae, a
Brownie family this time.


After seeing my classmate disappear because of asking about
Spotters, I knew I could never talk about the numbers I saw. Otherwise, they
might come for me. Eventually, it made sense why my parents left me behind. I
must not have been careful enough about the numbers. So high numbers came after
them. Seeing the numbers turned into a curse.


By the time I was eight, I had promised myself that I would
never put other people in danger. I would never get close enough to trust
anyone with the truth that I was a Spotter. I played with other children but
never joined in sharing secrets, not my real secrets. And, I kept the habit all
my life. Until . . . “Mathias.”


I felt the ground move beneath me before my senses caught up
with me and pronounced I was lying on something far too soft to be the ground.
I opened my eyes a sliver. The tightness remaining around my heart eased
completely when I glimpsed the glowing 10 leaning over me. I licked my lips, my
throat feeling almost closed from want of water.


Something cool touched my lips before I could even try to
croak a request. Then, cool liquid swept past them to fill my mouth. The sense
of relief as my parched throat eased beneath the onslaught of precious water
was beyond words. I swallowed as I tried to pry my eyes open past a slit.
Eventually Mathias’ face came into focus. He looked . . . relieved. “There you
are, love. You had me worried for a small minute.”


“What’s the difference?” I murmured.


His lips twitched into a crooked smile. He looked tired.
“Only in how long I needed to hold my breath.”


I blinked slowly and turned my attention to the room. It was
clean and simply furnished, but comfortable looking. I could see laundry lines
flapping outside the window in the faint light of early morning. A crucifix
hung on the wall directly across from me above a small writing desk area. The
sheets were soft but worn, and the bed was carved out of aged wood. Behind
Mathias, I could see a dressing table complete with mirror. There was a chest
at the foot of the bed and I could just make out the etched lid.


Mathias shifted beside me in an equally aged chair. He
looked like he had slept in his clothes for several days. His jaw was slightly
stubbled, and there were dark circles beneath his eyes. His hair looked mussed,
as though he had been shoving his fingers through it and tugging.


I started to sit up only for him to reach out a hand to hold
me down. “Not yet. Stay still.”


“I need to sit up, Mathias.”


He frowned slightly, then his hand slid from my shoulder
around to my back. “All right, let me help you.”


My head spun when I sat up, and I would have collapsed back
down if not for his support. I leaned against him as I blinked trying to summon
memories. “What happened?”


“The memory mirror overwhelmed your mind with the memories.
Something those Lore keepers conveniently failed to mention was a potential
side effect. I brought you here so you could recover in peace.”


“Where is here?”


“Ercolano still. I was able to get a hotel, but it’s more
hostel than hotel. Only norms stay here, usually.”


I looked up at that. “You brought us to a norm-run hostel.
Why?”


“I didn’t want to deal with dragons while you were
vulnerable.” Mathias’ blue-green gaze was sharp and piercing despite the
shadows bruising the skin beneath them as he moved to perch on the side of the
bed and brought his arms more securely around me. “Are you certain you are all
right? You were unconscious for three days. How are you feeling?”


“Worn,” I admitted. Leaning further into his hold, I rested
my cheek against his chest as I murmured, “All this time I thought it was my
fault.”


“It wasn’t. The mirror proved that, Lauren. It was never
your fault. Your mother was a Seer, and she saw someone who was their friend
betraying you and them.” Mathias’ grip around my shoulders tightened as his
voice roughened, “It is as I said before, they left you because they had no
other choice in the matter.”


“I was Lauren Serkan,” I mumbled, still trying to wrap my head
around the knowledge that my family name was different from ‘Hope.’


Mathias didn’t say anything, but I felt him tense. Pushing
myself upright, I looked into his eyes. “What is it? What aren’t you saying
right now, Mathias?”


He glanced down. “I know the name Elam Serkan.”


I blinked at him. Then, I scowled. “If you are about to tell
me that you are really in your hundreds, I will hit you with something.”


His mouth twitched into a crooked half smile as he chuckled
under his breath. “Nothing of the sort. However . . . I know the name because
Elam Serkan was the only Jinn to ever be employed by Weard. When I first joined
them, there was some speculation on whether I was half-Jinn.”


I frowned slightly. I didn’t know that I really liked the
idea of my father being a willing employee of Weard. Mathias had his past, of
course, but he left Weard when it mattered.


There was a touch to my hand, and I looked up to find
Mathias watching me closely. His voice was gentle as he said, “Elam Serkan was
best known as an artifact hunter. He later became a trainer of both hunters and
the artifact retrieval teams. And if he was a Jinn, then it explains why Weard
couldn’t find you as a child.”


I shook my head. “I don’t understand.” Rubbing my throbbing
temple, I muttered, “It’s not fitting together for me right now.”


Mathias handed me a glass of water and dropped a single pill
into my palm. “Take this. It will help take the edge off your headache, love.”


I took the pill gratefully, washing it down with the water.
I kept sipping at the water as I watched Mathias pull his go bag out and rest
it on top of the chest. He unzipped it and then took out a now familiar if
somewhat battered looking book. The one with information about as many
paranormal species as was available.


He sat down next to me again and opened the book. I tried to
read, but my headache was still bad enough to blur the words on the page.
Instead, attempting to look at the nauseating mess of letters, I rested my head
against Mathias’ bicep and closed my eyes.


His lovely British accent was more pronounced as he started
reading. “‘Among the rarest and least known of the paranormal species are those
known as the Jinn. While legends give them many different powers, only one
talent has ever been confirmed. The talent of being hidden. The Jinn become
living glamours whose enemies find it impossible to locate them even if they
were to cross paths with each other. This living glamour in turn makes it
difficult to access the Jinn despite the knowledge that they make their homes in
the area of Jordan where Petra is carved out of the rocks. This is especially
true if anyone attempts to find them without invitation. Entire settlements of
Jinn appear nonexistent due to their living glamour.”


“Living glamours?” I murmured. It seemed difficult to
believe; yet, some small part of me rang with the truth of the words. This was
. . . It was insane. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t possible.


Mathias moved around and I opened my eyes enough to see him
placing the book to the side. “Lauren, have you never felt hunted then
witnessed the person hunting you walk past?”


I frowned at him. “No. It means they weren’t hunting me.”


“Actually I believe you have been subconsciously using your
Jinn talent. It explains a lot of odd happenings in Roma.”


I sat up so I could face him fully. “What are you talking
about?”


“Atalanta and Atlas.” When I shook my head, he touched my
cheek. My hand came up to grasp his as my eyes rose to meet his gaze once more.
Mathias ducked his head slightly. “When Atalanta was following you in Roma, she
lost sight of us. Of both of us, something that shouldn’t have easily happened
for a woman that is part shifter. Then less than a week later, we meet her
again and not only does she not recognize you, but Atlas doesn’t know either of
us. We were not recognized. And, that Lion knew me enough that he should have
recognized my face. He didn’t know me until we met in the Colosseum when you
were no longer around to include me in your glamour.”


I almost shook my head, a denial already on my lips, before
I stiffened. “He said I was using a glamour.”


“Who?”


“Prince Tao, the water dragon who cornered me. He knew who I
was, but he also told me to stop using my glamour. But I wasn’t using . . .”
The words trailed off into nothingness as I met Mathias’ knowing gaze. “I
couldn’t have been using a glamour. I don’t know how.”


Mathias raised a finger. “It’s an innate talent, a
subconscious passive defense mechanism. But now that you know of it, know that
it is in you, I think you would be able to learn how to use it.”


“How to use it?” I pulled away from his touch and stiffly
got to my feet. I rubbed my forehead as a headache pushed my thoughts into a
muddled swirl. It just . . . It couldn’t be true. Yet, even as the protest
formed in my mind, more memories surfaced . . . Roma wasn’t the first time I
had avoided being hunted. All this time, I had assumed I simply had one of
those faces that people didn’t really notice. I was average, passably pretty,
but neither beautiful nor plain to the point of drawing attention to myself.


I staggered over to the window and braced a hand against the
wall as I stared out blindly. It was too early for much movement outside. Warm
hands wrapped around my shoulders, and I felt Mathias’ solid form behind me.
Instinctively I leaned back into him, allowing his arms to wrap around me.
“What do I do now?”


“Maybe, we should postpone our holiday to that island,
love.” He kissed the side of my head and added softly, “Maybe, it is better
that we go to Petra first. Find your father’s people and, hopefully, a teacher
who can help you control your Jinn talent. If you could learn to use it
consciously, that would be a handy thing indeed.”


He paused and I looked up in time to catch uncertainty in
his blue-green eyes. That was something that didn’t often show up. Not with
Mathias being a far too confident Ten. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


He opened his mouth, then hesitated. “I don’t know that I
want to tell you.”


“That means you need to tell me.” I patted his arm. “Best to
get it over with, Myrmidon.”


Mathias studied me for a long moment. “The Lore keeper
claimed that she knew more about your parents. Their fate. She claimed to
remember them.”


It felt as though the already shaky floor had fallen out
from beneath me. If I hadn’t already been leaning against Mathias, I might have
dropped to my knees. “My parents came here?” my voice broke despite my best
efforts to control my volatile emotions as they snarled into an ever growing
knot. “They came here? Why? And, why didn’t they come back for me? I was in
that home for a year before they moved me to another family. They said they
would come back, but they never did. And, I don’t understand why. Why would
they leave after promising to return and never come back? What happened to
them?”


“I don’t know, Lauren.” Mathias’ arms around me tightened as
he added softly, “I wish I had the answers.” He paused then added, “There’s
time to go back if that is what you want. We came out a back door, and I think
I can find it again. It would be better to slip in and out without going past
the dragon prince’s guards.”


I nodded slowly. “Yes. Let’s go now.”


“Are you sure you don’t want some tea first?”


Pulling out of Mathias’ hold, I turned to face him. Crossing
my arms, I raised an eyebrow at him. “Tea?”


He heaved a dramatic sigh. “Oh very well. Continue being a
heathen about tea. I love you in spite of it.”


I smiled, shaking my head. “Overly dramatic Myrmidon. You
can have your precious tea after we see the Lore keepers.”


“Is that a promise?” he grinned at me.


“Behave yourself. If you can.”


His grin grew wicked as his gaze flicked over me. “No
promises there, little Spotter.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Thirteen


 


Mathias


 


Lauren’s grip was slowly squeezing the blood out of my
fingertips. I glanced down at the top of her dark head. She was moving better
than she had been when we first left the hostel, something I was relieved to
see. However, I could tell that she was still shaken by everything that had
happened and the new memories. So far, she hadn’t mentioned her father but I
knew when she had more time to process the reality of his being a 9 and a Jinn,
she would likely pull back.


I let her continue strangling my fingers as we walked
through the barren streets of Herculaneum. The hour was so early that even the
archeologists and Lore keepers had yet to return to the street. I didn’t even
see any of the dragon prince’s guards. Something that seemed odd. Although I
couldn’t find any sign that there had been a struggle.


Of course, I had also failed to find the way back to the
alternative route into the Villa of Papyri. Something I found more than a
little annoying. The path wound through the abandoned homes and then to the
villa, but it remained empty. I reached up with my free hand out of habit only
to brush against the leather of my jacket. I had left my sword in the lorry
again. Herculaneum could be strict about obvious weapons. Yet my palm itched
with the need to grasp a solid hilt, ready to throw or slash.


Hiding a frown, I scanned our surroundings again. Nothing
but the bones of a town lost to time. No one moved around us. Nothing stirred
at all. It was as though even the memories of the past had been lost. More
desolate feeling than the abandoned village in Scotland where Lauren and I had
hidden for a time, which was a rather remarkable achievement.


“Mathias?” came the low whisper.


I glanced down to meet Lauren’s wide dark eyes. I nodded to
her. “Let’s hope they are inside.”


We entered the villa without ever seeing another soul. I
paused before entering. Turning back to face the ghostly town, I studied the
murkier outlines in the faint dawn light that was now mostly hidden behind dark
clouds threatening rain. There was no movement save the wind blowing off the
bay and the crashing sound of the waves only a short distance away. Yet . . .


After another minute of watching nothing, I shook my head.
Perhaps, I was becoming paranoid. In any case, when we found the Lore keepers,
I would make sure Daniel showed us the back way out again.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


Daniel was nowhere to be seen in the public area of the villa.
Mathias found a lantern and we walked into the depths of the buried portion of
the villa once more. It was a little creepy without the chattering company of
the dosen to keep my mind from focusing on the lava deposits.


Even when I looked up, I couldn’t make out the roof of the
villa. A roof that was weighed down by the deposits of a volcano that could
explode into activity at any time, if experts were to be believed. Why did I
think of that? Now it was all I could think about. Ugh, the mind is a terrible
thing at times, and this was definitely one of them.


“Are you all right?”


“Do you think Vesuvius is going to erupt today?”


To his credit, Mathias actually looked thoughtful instead of
immediately laughing at my off the wall question. “Not today, I think. Possibly
next Tuesday, though.”


I tilted my head. “Why next Tuesday?”


He shrugged. “It seems like a good day for it. Partly cloudy
with a twelve percent chance of eruption and ash plumes.”


I shook my head as I breathed a laugh. “You are such a
strange man. Why did I marry you?”


A smirk curved his lips as he winked at me. “I believe it
was my delicious British accent. Good job I don’t have a brogue.”


“Oh, a very good job,” I mimicked him. Then, my eyes went up
to the hidden ceiling once more. Actually, it was better not to look at it
anymore. I quickly turned my attention back to Mathias. “How much further?”


He gestured in front of us. “Just need to squeeze through
that.”


“I hate this part,” I muttered under my breath.


Mathias’ hand landed on my shoulder and squeezed lightly.
“So do I.”


Still we had to do it. So we did. Somehow, the narrow tunnel
felt even tighter than it had the last time. By the time we finally emerged, I
was ready to scream. I couldn’t even explain why since I was not actually that
claustrophobic.


However, that didn’t keep me from gasping for breath like I
had been drowning. Mathias’ hand on my shoulder was the only thing that kept me
from sinking to the ground when I saw the familiar arch with the faint reliefs
of Minerva and the two-faced Janus. In spite of my need to see Marie again, to
learn what else she knew about my parents, I couldn’t make myself walk forward.


A cold stone sank in the pit of my stomach as I drew a harsh
breath. Mathias came up beside me and shifted his hand over so his arm was now
draped around my shoulders. His breath tickled my cheek and moved my hair as he
whispered, “You can turn back. I will follow your lead. You can go forward. I
will follow your lead. However, you do not need to face this on your own. That
is why we are here together. Whatever you decide, Lauren, I am beside you every
step of the way. I promise.”


I nodded slowly. Turning my head, I pressed a quick kiss to
his lips and then I forced myself to walk forward. My heart began beating
frantically behind my ribs as I did so, but I couldn’t let myself turn back. I
would not run from this, no matter how painful.


Mathias remained a silent, but steadfast presence at my
side. The light from our lantern played across the ancient bookshelves and the
familiar sight of the stacked scrolls. At first, I thought the room was empty
when we reached the table to find only scrolls laying on its surface. Then,
steps came from one of the far corners of the room. The steps merged into two
shadows, and then Marie and Daniel stepped into the circle of light cast by our
lantern.


The Lore keepers exchanged looks and carried their scrolls
to the table, placing them next to the others. Marie then nodded to us both.
“You recovered. I had hopes that you would do so.” She walked around the table
to join us. “Allow me to offer my apologies. Had I known you were under a
Jinn’s influence, I would have handled the memory retrieval differently.”


I waved a hand. “There is nothing to forgive, Lore keeper.
We could not know what my . . . father had done.” It felt so strange to speak
of him as though he had been a presence in my life. As though, I remembered him
being a presence in my life. I shook the swirl of emotions away and focused on
the woman in front of me. “Marie, you told my husband that you knew my
parents.”


She nodded and motioned for us to take a seat. I took one of
the stools, but Mathias remained standing as Marie took another stool. She
glanced at him but didn’t press the issue, which was wise of her. Her gaze
fixed on me, solemn yet giving away no other hints to her emotion. I glanced up
at her number and felt only a fraction of comfort to see it was still a 4.
After another long moment, she broke her silence. “It was close to twenty-six
years ago so forgive me for not seeing your mother in you right away. I was
here in Herculaneum even then.” She waved her hand to encompass the room around
us. “We had only begun excavating this area of the villa. Had only just begun
to read the scrolls. But the man and woman who appeared in the mirror, I saw
them. Natalia and Elam Serkan came here in search of a particular artifact. One
that was mixed into the lore that tied Spotters to the great Tens of the
ancient world.”


“What do you mean?” I asked. “Spotters helped hunt Tens down
because they were quick to become too dangerous. It was what brought the purge
to bear on the Spotters themselves.”


Marie looked . . . almost amused as her mouth twisted
slightly before she spoke. “These scrolls say that the first Spotter emerged
from among the Seers in the days of Nimrod, who was the first recorded Ten in
all history. She was said to have helped cast him down from his place of power,
though the details of how she did it remain . . . elusive. However, there is an
ancient tale that was first passed down from elder to elder among the Spotters
until it was finally written on papyri here in Herculaneum. An artifact that
emerged around the same time as the first Spotter, one created through the
joint magics of Fae and dragons to be wielded by her to put an end to Nimrod’s
vile plans. They called it the Crown of Nimrod.”


Daniel glanced up from where he was carefully spreading out
a papyri scroll and interjected, “Unfortunately, there’s no description of the
crown. Or drawings. Terrible piece of record keeping.”


Marie slanted him a sharp look and he adjusted his glasses,
muttering an apology under his breath. Her mouth curved for half a blink into a
fond smile before she continued, “It is true that the artifact known as the
Crown of Nimrod was never described. However, the tale goes on to describe it
as being dangerous beyond its creators’ expectations. It was able to be turned
into a weapon that could be used against all paranormals, especially when it
was paired with the Sapphire of Shinar. A gemstone that was said to be
unbreakable. But, it was removed from the Crown of Nimrod and the artifact was
broken into five pieces. These pieces along with the Sapphire of Shinar were
scattered, their locations lost to time. However, the tale ends with the
caution that the ancient wonders held clues to the pieces’ locations, perhaps
even the pieces themselves.”


“The seven wonders of the ancient world?” I asked, not quite
believing what I was hearing.


Marie nodded. “Just so.” She leaned forward on her stool.
“Your parents were attempting to find the Crown of Nimrod. Your mother had a
vision that it would be captured by a great evil. They were trying to find the
pieces first.” She paused once more and added quietly, “Natalia spoke of a
child that she was determined to see again. I never saw them after they left to
seek out the pieces of the artifact.”


Something must have happened. The leaden realization
squeezed around my heart, pinning my emotions into a small box, as I struggled
to grasp them all at once. I opened my mouth to ask another question only for
Mathias to shove me to the ground. “Down!”


I heard Marie scream.


Mathias hissed in a voice so cold it sent involuntary
shivers through me, freezing me in place. “Stay down!”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Fourteen


 


Mathias


 


I leapt forward, drawing my daggers, as five hunters
charged into the light. For only a heartbeat I worried about Lauren, then came
the cold and with it focus. One of the hunters lunged in an attempt to get past
me. I hooked my arm through his and at the same time I slid my foot around his
ankle using his own momentum against him as I brought my free dagger up to
catch him in the ribs. I threw him to the floor, and he landed without a sound
as his body relaxed.


The threat eliminated, I turned my attention to the next
hunter. The one who had learned from his companion’s mistake. He swung a club,
and I ducked low to avoid being clobbered in the head. Lashing out, I earned a
cry as my dagger cut through his dark jeans to the flesh beneath. The cry
quickly morphed into a bellowing roar.


I looked up to see him transforming into a bear. Shifters.


Baring my teeth at him, I charged and ducked low before he
could drop to all fours. My hand brushed against his thick pelt as I fought to
sink the dagger through layers of fur and fat. The bear bellowed, but I knew
the wound wasn’t mortal.


He bellowed again and swung his massive head around, nose
snuffling. Lauren. The name pierced my icy focus even as it sharpened it to a
point. I abandoned my previous strategy. The Bear was trying to get to Lauren
as she dragged the female Lore keeper beneath the relative protection of the
table.


I gave a hoarse wordless shout as I charged him. My daggers
weren’t long enough to cut through his pelt so it left only his head, his face
as a feasible weak point. The Bear swung his head back toward me and then a
massive paw crashed into my left side lifting me off my feet and tossing me across
the room.


I rolled across the floor and then crashed to a halt against
one of the ancient shelves. My ribs burned even through the ice. They hadn’t
finished healing from the last fight with a shifter. Lauren screamed, the sound
driving me to my feet.


The other two hunters leapt over the table, blood staining
their hands and short swords. The guilt of innocent blood seemed to drip off
them as I studied them through an icy film. They charged me.


I slipped under one hunter’s blade, burying my own between
his ribs. I grabbed his sword as he dropped and immediately blocked the second
hunter’s strike. He was fast. I was faster.


Moving before his body even finished dropping to the floor,
I jumped onto the Bear’s back. Still holding the short sword, I plunged it into
the meat of his shoulder hump. He roared and turned away from the table. I
slipped off his back and slashed at his face, earning another bellow as the
sword cut across his right eye and down his snout.


I drew my sword back to deliver a fatal blow. A hand wrapped
around my ankle as a voice cried, “Mathias, wait!”


My attention jerked down to Lauren’s wide eyes. The Bear
snorted and rushed toward the darkened shadows. I watched him vanish into them,
realizing it was the same direction Daniel had led us when we left through the
back tunnel. And the fifth hunter had vanished already, no doubt running in the
same direction.


Pursuit was useless now, however, and I turned back to
Lauren. My gaze fell on the Lore keeper beside her. Open staring eyes confirmed
what the blood now covering her chest already hinted. She was long past
protection. I crouched beside Lauren and leaned into her touch as her hand came
up to cradle my cheek, clearing away the rest of the iciness covering the
world. Beyond her, on the other side of the table, I spied the limp body of the
second Lore keeper. Mere confirmation of what I already knew. More victims of
Weard’s unscrupulous hunt.


I forced myself upright once more as the echo of running
feet and harsh shouts in Italian filled the chamber. Men wearing the same drab
grey uniforms as the dragon prince’s watchers flooding into the circle of
light. Their eyes glowed with dragon fire as they looked from the bodies to me.
Realizing I still held the bloodied short sword, I tossed it to the side and
raised my hands.


Lauren’s hand wrapped around my arm as she broke the tense
silence. “Please, do not attack. He was defending us. And, he is injured.”


Faint surprise filtered through me at her words. My ribs
ached with dull throbs, but it was not bad if I did not breathe too deeply.
Then, I became aware of the way the left side of my shirt felt damp and clung
to my skin. I looked down. Dark blood covered the front of my shirt where my
jacket had been shoved back. It spread across my side. I tugged the jacket back
into place, covering most of the bloodstain.


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The dragons had all been 8s when they took us into
custody. They separated me from Mathias and placed a cloth bag over my head.
When they took it off again, I was in a small stone room with no windows and
only a single door. They handcuffed me to a chair and left me.


I couldn’t see my watch so I had no idea how much time
passed. It felt as though hours crept by before the door opened and a clean cut
Italian man dressed in a business suit strolled into the room. A suffocating
sense of power struck me even before I looked up to see an 8 blazing over his
head. His dark hair curled wildly, and his dragon-orange eyes studied my face
closely. “Good morning, Signora, I am Paolo, chief guardian of Herculaneum by
decree of the Dragon Prince of Naples. My men said you and your mate killed two
of the dosens at the Villa of Papyri along with three others.”


“No. That is not true.”


He raised a thick dark brow. “You accuse my men of lying.”


I closed my eyes for half a breath, reminding myself that
the scene had been chaotic and confusing. Opening them again, I met Paolo’s
gaze steadily. “No. But they arrived after the fight occurred, and so they
leapt to a conclusion. Perhaps it made sense in their limited context, but it
is not what happened. We were there to consult the Lore keepers, Marie and
Daniel. During the conversation, we were attacked by hunters from Weard
Enterprises. They attacked without warning or provocation even though none of
us were prepared for a fight.”


“Your mate was more than prepared.”


My lips twitched into an unbidden smile. “He is always
prepared. He is a warrior.” Clearing my throat, I continued before he could
press me on Mathias’ species or other details I couldn’t give. “He defended us
to the best of his ability, but the hunters cheated. They fought like cowards.
I watched them slaughter both Marie and Daniel. They were coming for me next
when my mate stopped them.”


The dragon studied me with unblinking eyes, and I struggled
to breathe normally as I watched his number flicker briefly, showing a 9 before
settling back into an 8. I hated when the numbers danced higher like that.
“What were you seeking?”


I blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?”


He leaned forward, his gaze intent and glowing with fiery
orangish yellow, pinning me in place even without the handcuffs. My mouth went
dry, and my heart started beating frantically against my ribcage. The dragon’s
expression remained intent and focused even as his nostrils widened. “What were
you seeking that you needed to consult the dosens at an hour so early no one
was around? Avoiding witnesses?”


“It was a private quest,” I mumbled. Clearing my parched
throat, I ignored the growing need for water as I clarified, “It was personal.
And, no I did not want there to be a lot of listeners when I asked. Besides, my
mate and I were supposed to leave today. We could not wait too late into the
day before seeking out the Lore keepers.”


“A personal question for two Lore keepers who specialize in
the history of the Spotters?”


I barely kept from wincing at the dragon’s dry remark. So
much for my hope that he didn’t know what Marie and Daniel had focused their
work on, and now . . .  I was going to be raked across the coals, then
roasted alive for this one.


Deciding there was no other hope for it, I slowly nodded.
“Yes. Marie specialized in unlocking knowledge via memories. She helped me with
that, and then said she knew more about . . . about my parents. So we came back
because I needed to ask more questions about them.” I paused, studying his
face. Dragons had exceptionally long lives, and it was hard to tell the age of
those who were adults, but not yet elders. There was a chance that he was old
enough to know them . . .


I took a steadying breath and said, “My parents were . . .
associated with Natalia and Elam Serkan, a Seer and Jinn. They came here on an
artifact quest about twenty-six years ago. Marie didn’t know what happened to
them after she helped them with information, though.”


The dragon’s nostrils flared again, and a hint of sulfur
entered the air as he blew his breath out. “A Seer and a Jinn?” He closed his
eyes halfway then murmured, “I remember finding them.”


“Finding them?”


He nodded. “Their bodies were found on the side of Vesuvius,
just above this town. It was obvious they had been cut down, but we could not
find the culprits.” He paused before adding slowly, “Theirs were the only bodies,
however. If your parents were associated with them, they might have been killed
or taken. But, Vesuvius was merely the place they had been left, not the site
of their deaths, so it is impossible to say.”


I gave a curt nod. “Thank you. That information is . . .
helpful.”


The dragon rose, and then he shocked me by unlocking my
handcuffs. He kept his grip on my arm, however, as he led me out of the room.
We walked down a series of equally bland halls before emerging into a room
decked out like an infirmary. Mathias was sitting on one of the beds, shrugging
back into his jacket. However, he wasn’t wearing a shirt anymore. Instead,
bandages were wrapped around his lean torso, changing it to appear lumpy on his
left side.


I hurried to him and he grasped my hand, but kept his
attention fixed on the dragon. He tilted his head slightly. “Thank you for your
hospitality. I appreciate not being left to bleed all over your floors.”


Squeezing his hand tighter, I turned an apologetic look on
the dragon. “He truly is thankful. He’s just terrible at expressing gratitude
when he’s wounded.”


“I am not.”


“Yes, actually you are,” I stated through clenched teeth.
“Now, shush.”


Mathias’ mouth twitched with a crooked smile, and I wanted
to smack him for it. Now was not the time to be poking at dragons. Lunatic Ten.


I quickly turned my attention back to the dragon. He nodded
slowly. “My prince has given clear orders. The two of you are to be released.
However, you are to leave Herculaneum and the rest of the territory of Naples,
and never return. Your presence is no longer welcome in my prince’s territory.”


“We understand,” I said before Mathias could do anything.
“Please offer our thanks to the dragon prince for his mercy.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Fifteen


 


Mathias


 


Breathing was a mite more difficult than usual as I
leaned against the lorry’s window. Feeling Lauren’s gaze on me, I opened my
eyes and forced a faint smile. “I’m fine. Are you sure you don’t want me to
drive?”


“You’re capsized in the passenger seat, Mathias. I am
absolutely certain that I do not want you anywhere near the steering wheel.
Especially when you look paler than milk.” Lauren’s hands tightened around the
steering wheel until they turned white. “They’re dead.”


My brow furrowed as I attempted to keep up with her leap in
conversation. Then, I noticed the tears shimmering in her eyes. “Your parents?”


She gave a short nod and sniffed. “It was probably the only
outcome, right? I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s been decades. But, I was . . .”


“I understand.” Pausing to catch my breath, I bit back a
groan since I did not want Lauren to pull off the road and stop. “What else did
they tell you?”


“Their bodies were found on Vesuvius, but they weren’t
killed there.”


“Dumping ground,” I murmured.


Lauren made a low noise, and I grimaced. Ignoring the pain
the movement caused, I forced myself to sit up and reach over to touch her leg.
“I’m sorry. That was a bit too blunt.”


She shook her head and wouldn’t look at me. “No. It . . . It
is true, and it is in the past. There is absolutely nothing I can do for them
now.”


“It’s a pity we weren’t invited to use the airport at
Naples. It would have been fairly easy to get an airship to Egypt, Cairo most
likely. Then, we would have made our way from Cairo to Jerusalem, and from
there we would have taken a quick jaunt into Jordan. We would have been in
Petra by the end of the week.”


“We can’t go to the Jinn yet.”


I eased back to lean against the passenger window once more.
This time I stretched out my legs on the long bench, not quite touching Lauren,
as I closed my eyes. “Yes, I know. We need to let Raz Yakov know about this
Crown of Nimrod. Where did he say to meet him?”


“Tourist area of the Colosseum, during the day.”


“Seems reasonable,” I muttered. Absently touching my side, I
added, “Wouldn’t want to run into any patrons when I’m in this sort of shape.
It would no doubt lead to a ghastly display of hubris.”


“Your hubris is only ghastly when you decide to tweak a
dragon’s nose, dear,” came the soft reply.


I opened my eyes to frown at her. “I don’t have hubris and
if I did, it wouldn’t be found in ghastly displays. They would be . . .
impressively noble.”


“Of course, they would be, dear,” she murmured as she
reached out to pat my leg. Then she added in a lower voice, “Those dragons did
not check him for a concussion.”


I chuckled breathlessly. “Cheeky little Spotter.”


 


* * *


 


Lauren


 


The Colosseum seemed far too peaceful by daylight. It
seemed too untouched by the violence of its past, of the games it was built to
hold. I tightened my hold on Mathias’ arm as we entered with a tour group
filled with 5s and 6s. It seemed too easy compared to the last time. Far too
easy when a protective glamour didn’t appear. Of course, the group we joined
was led away from that section of the Colosseum.


I tuned out the guide’s thickly accented English as he
recounted the stories of the Colosseum. I didn’t need to imagine the
bloodthirsty cries of the audience or the sand being stirred up by gladiators.
I had already lived through it. And, I never wanted to come near this place
again.


The murmurs of the group faded as I focused on scanning the
area of the only other low number I would likely find. Where was he?


Mathias leaned more heavily against me, and I knew I would
need to get him to the safe house quickly. I studied the golden numbers once
more. Mathias leaned his forehead against my hair and murmured, “See anything
of interest?”


“Not yet,” I whispered. My gaze fell on a wooden bench in
the shaded area of the Colosseum. “Come on. Over here.”


He grunted, but didn’t protest as I guided him over to the
bench. I eased him down and kept a hand braced against his shoulder as a
precaution. If he collapsed here, we would likely end up in a clinic again.
Mathias raised his right arm and swiped away the perspiration dotting his
forehead. “We need a better holiday, love.”


I laughed softly. “Yes, we do.” I looked around, then
stiffened as I caught a glimpse of a three on the other side of the Colosseum.
For a moment, I considered going to find Raz Yakov and then I glanced back down
at Mathias. Despite his pretense that he was just fine, he probably should have
been in bed. And, he definitely shouldn’t have gotten out of the truck to come
up to the Colosseum with me. Of course, the stubborn fool refused to listen me
when I suggested that he stay put so I could meet Raz Yakov.


Noticing he had somehow turned even paler, I quickly sank
down on the bench beside him. Leaning in close to give the impression of a
couple distracted by each other, I murmured, “Are you all right? Do I need to
take you to a healer?”


Mathias grimaced and forced a smile that I didn’t believe in
the least. “No, no, don’t worry about me. I will be just fine. I just . . . I
just need to catch my breath is all.” He closed his eyes as he muttered, “I’m
having an absolutely smashing time in Italy. May we never have to come back.”


Torn between laughter and sympathy, I could only shake my
head. “You poor thing.” I kissed his cheek and then whispered in his ear, “Two
minutes and then we leave.”


“Without meeting your friend?” he murmured, eyes still
closed. “I think not.”


I opened my mouth to argue with him, to tell him in no
uncertain terms that his wellbeing was far more important than attempting to
meet an elusive Spotter. Then, a gravelly voice interrupted me. “Lauren Hope,
you came back.”


A mix of relief and anticipation coursed through me as I
looked up to see a 3 glowing above short cropped grey hair. Light brown eyes
peered out from beneath wild eyebrows as Raz Yakov looked from me to Mathias,
his thin lips pursing. He wore the same simple garb of a long sleeve white
shirt combined with dark pants and vest that complimented his dark olive complexion.
His gnarled hands rested on a walking stick, but they trembled slightly as he
looked at the space above Mathias’ head. 


I nodded to him. “Raz Yakov. I was afraid you would no
longer be waiting for us.”


“I had almost given up hope that you would return,” he
stated, eyes still fixed on Mathias’ number. “Today was the last day I was
coming up here. I expected you to find answers from the Lore keepers much
sooner.”


“Unfortunately, we encountered some . . . delays on our way
to Herculaneum.”


“Herculaneum,” Yakov interrupted, his light brown gaze
flicking to me. “I told you to go to Pompeii.”


“There were too many Weard hunters there to make the journey
safe. And, we knew the Lore keepers would be in Herculaneum.”


His thin lips pursed once more before he nodded. “Yes. It
makes sense. Forgive me for not thinking of it sooner.” He glanced warily at
Mathias and his number again before adding, “Well? What did you find? Anything?
Was there any truth to the story?”


I nodded. “Yes. We spoke to two Lore keepers whose study
focused on Spotters. They were able to share a story about a particular
artifact tied to our people. Unfortunately, we were ambushed by hunters and the
Lore keepers were killed. Two of them escaped as well. We fear they will take
the information to whoever it is that is running Weard Enterprises now.”


“What information?”


I quickly told him everything I knew about the Crown of
Nimrod and the fact that it was tied to the seven wonders of the ancient world.
When I finished, Raz Yakov rubbed his jaw with a gnarled hand. “The Crown of
Nimrod . . .”


“You know of it?” Mathias asked gruffly.


“I had heard whispers of such an artifact. One that was tied
to Nimrod. I never realized it was also tied to the Spotters, not really. If
anything, I believed it was one of those stories where it was more fable than
truth.” He scratched at his jaw as he added, “It would not be the first time a
paranormal artifact was muddled into a norm legend. Excalibur is one. If anyone
could figure out which water nymph stole it, there would be a fight between the
Fae and the dragons to claim it. Since Arthur was a dragon shifter. Naturally.
But, Excalibur was Fae crafted.”


“The Crown of Nimrod is far more dangerous than a single
sword,” I said, trying to keep the older Spotter’s mind from distraction. It
was too important to lose focus now. We had to have a plan.


I quickly looked around to make sure we were still
relatively alone and then lowered my voice as I asked, “What will you do?”


“Me?” He barked a laugh and tapped the end of his walking
stick against my leg. “Look at me, girl. My days of adventuring are long gone.
As I told you before, I cannot leave Roma. If Weard is hunting you and has
succeeded in injuring your Ten, your Myrmidon, what chance do you think a
broken old man will have against them. I leave Roma, and I lose all my
protections. No, the risk is too great.”


“We cannot leave the artifact out there where Weard can find
it. If they find all the pieces and restore the Crown of Nimrod, we have no
idea what sort of destruction they can cause with it.” I hesitated then added,
“They have captured Spotters. If the artifact is wielded by a Spotter, they
already have a piece of the puzzle at their disposal. It’s only a matter of
time before they come to open blows with the dragons and Fae. Then, where could
you hide? The neutral cities won’t be respected. Weard does not care about such
things. They have only grown worse in the last few years since their change in
leadership. Some rogue dragon that won’t be content to leave the peace intact.
Everything our ancestors fought to protect, everything we went into hiding to
protect, all of it will be destroyed. You must know this as well as I.”


Raz Yakov’s wild eyebrows lowered until they nearly obscured
my view of his eyes. “You think a rogue dragon has taken leadership of Weard
Enterprises.”


“It is the only thing that makes sense,” I said quietly. I
rubbed Mathias’ arm as he braced himself against his knee. “What are we going
to do about the Crown of Nimrod?”


Yakov’s craggy face lowered and then he stated gently, “I
believe there is only one solution. The only way to keep Weard from getting its
hands on the artifact is if the Spotters retrieve it first.”


I straightened in my seat, eyes widening. “You know another
Spotter.”


He chuckled, not quite mockingly. Then, he tapped my leg
with the walking stick once more as he said, “Yes. I know you.”


I shook my head. “No. I can’t do that.” I glanced at Mathias
who was slouching now. His face had gone milky white again and his breathing
was shallow enough that I wasn’t certain he was paying attention to the
conversation. “We cannot do that.”


“Think on what you said, child. Allowing Weard to take possession
of the Crown of Nimrod, when they have at least one or two Spotters in their
hold as well, would bring unimaginable destruction on the paranormal community.
Then, it will spread to the norms.” Yakov looked from me to Mathias and then
back to me as he added, “You would turn your back on the only chance to stop
them? You might as well participate in the destruction yourself.”


The words pierced me to the core. I bit back an instinctive
protest as my mind offered proof of the truth. The seer in Venice, he had
called me the Destroyer. He had said that I would cause the destruction of our
world. And Weard . . . Weard never would have known to even look for the Crown
of Nimrod if I hadn’t gone to Herculaneum.


I glanced at Mathias. His injuries were my fault. Again.
Because once again, I had put him in a situation where he needed to fight all
because of my hunt for my past. My parents . . . My breathing hitched slightly
at the thought of them. They had died for this, they had died to keep the Crown
of Nimrod out of Weard’s control.


I couldn’t turn away now. No matter how much I wanted to
disappear before Weard could track us down again. This had to be done. The
crown had to be found. I was not going to be the Destroyer. No matter what the
seer saw, I would not be the Destroyer.


Looking up to meet Raz Yakov’s hopeful gaze, I offered a
curt nod. “All right. I’ll do it. I’ll find the Crown of Nimrod.”


His craggy face split into a smile. “Good, good. You may
save us all, Lauren Hope.”


I glanced at Mathias who was teetering. “After I take him to
see a doctor. Again.”


“Are Tens always such high maintenance,” he asked as I
managed to get Mathias back to his feet.


I breathed a wry laugh. “This one just requires more
supervision.”


 


* * *


 












Note from the
Author


 


Around the start of the holiday season last fall as I was
working my plots for the second half of Mathias and Lauren’s series, I was
struck with the realization that Lauren was not just a Spotter. Then it
occurred to me that not only was her father a high number but he was going to
be one of the Jinn, which opened a fantastic resolution for Lauren’s arc over
the course of the series. In the next book, Quests
by Numbers, there will be more exploration of Lauren’s Jinn talent as she
continues her journey. And also some more fun cameos from characters who just
won’t stay in their own series.


Speaking of cameos, I hope you enjoyed seeing a familiar
face in this story. I realized in December that The Therian Way and Rogue
Spotter not only fit together, but it filled in so much worldbuilding. I’m
currently in the process of updating the published Therian Way novels and
novellas to reflect their new position in the Rogue Spotter universe. So in the middle of writing this book,
Raina decided she wanted to meet Lauren and . . . well . . . Suddenly Raina
happened. Just between us, I’m pretty sure she enjoyed it much more than Lauren
did. I do have to admit that writing Lauren’s reactions to Raina being Raina
was one of the funniest and best parts of this book. I just loved her gut
reaction to Raina as Atalanta.


Timeline wise, I do have that mapped out and the Rogue Spotter series mostly occurs
between The Therian Way books two and
five. So you can expect to see some more crossovers and cameos by Therian Way
characters in the next two Rogue Spotter books. Some other characters that
appeared in this book will soon be starring in their own spinoff series, The Fae Billionaires, a clean paranormal
billionaire romance series. Both this new series and the continuation of The Therian Way will begin launching in
late April to early May, so keep an eye out for those.


My heartfelt thanks to everyone who has helped and/or
encouraged me. I would not have been able to complete this story without you.
Special thanks goes out to you, the readers, who have taken the time to get to
know Lauren and Mathias on another adventure. I hope you have enjoyed it!
Lauren and Mathias return in Quests by
Numbers!


My favorite author-related meme on Facebook would have to be
the one that says, “Feed an author! Write a review!” Reviews can be an author’s
lifeline. I love hearing what readers think about my stories, my characters,
and anything else you care to mention. It doesn’t have to be a long, detailed
review. Just a few lines about the book will do. If you enjoyed Hunt by Numbers, please consider taking
the time to leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads.


If you would like to connect with me and be the first to
learn about book updates, sales, and behind the scenes peeks, sign up for my newsletter and/or join my readers group
on Facebook, Readers
of Kimberly A. Rogers!


 


Thank you!


 


Until our next meeting,


 


Kimberly A. Rogers












Rogue Spotter


 


 


A clean supernatural romantic thriller series


 


Threats by Numbers


 


Everyone has a number but only a few can see them. I’m one
of those few. And now it might get me killed.


I’ve been in hiding all my life. Working as a secretary for
a paranormal relocation and PR firm is quiet, simple, and above all filled with
low numbers. But then I see a man who’s registering as a Ten — They aren’t
supposed to exist. To make matters worse, he’s the firm’s new security
specialist.


One incident changes everything. In protecting the firm,
I’ve been exposed and now far bigger threats are closing in on me. Hunters who
won’t stop until they’ve brought me down. I don’t know who to trust.


The most dangerous man I’ve ever met is offering protection.
But trusting him might be the last thing I ever do.


 


Available Now on Kindle
& in Print


 


 


Flight by Numbers


 


I put my trust in the most dangerous man alive. But going on
the run with him might prove more deadly than what’s chasing me.


After a lifetime of hiding, I’ve been exposed and framed as
a security threat by someone who runs Weard Enterprises, the most powerful
security firm for paranormals and the rumored source of mercenaries. 
Everywhere I run, it seems higher numbers outnumber the low making it almost
impossible to avoid detection. But there’s still only one Ten in my life…


Mathias has broken from Weard Enterprises and is helping me
stay ahead of their hunters. But I can see something beneath his calm demeanor,
something cold, and it wants out. As we race across Britain in an attempt to
shake the hunters and reach a hiding place somewhere in the Scottish Highlands,
I can’t help wondering — How long do I have before I’m running from Mathias
too?


 


Available Now on Kindle
& in Print


 












You May Also Like…


 


 


Can’t get enough Clean Supernatural Romantic Thrillers?
Need more Urban Fantasy? Adventure? Romance? Maybe a touch of snark?


 


Spellsmith &
Carver: Magician’s Rivalry by H.L. Burke — An estranged son. An adopted
heir. A magical attack that forces them to work together. A gaslamp steampunk
fantasy filled with action, adventure, and a generous helping of snark.


 


Lawless (The Ironfire
Legacy Book 1) by Janeen Ippolito — A dragon felon, a forsaken prince,
and a jaded airship captain walk into a city—and everything explodes.
Dragonshifter convict Kesia Ironfire has one goal: to redeem herself as a
soldier in the dragon-human war. A steampunk fantasy adventure with a side of
snark and quirky romance.


 


The Therian Way series
by Kimberly A. Rogers — A straight-laced Tiger. A half-Elven Leopardess.
When they’re forced to work together, hunting down assassins and rebels might
be the least of their worries. Clean romance, action & adventure, and
snarky humor come to life in The Therian Way, an urban fantasy supernatural
romantic thriller set in the Rogue Spotter universe.


 











Also by Kimberly A. Rogers


 


Love’s Enchanted Tales


Selkie’s Song


The Storyteller’s
Dragon


Masquerade


Cat’s Gambit


Spindle


Panther’s Bride


Gryphons’ Sister


Dancer (Coming
2019)


Dragon’s Maid
(Coming 2019)


Dragon’s Bane
(Coming 2019)


The Rogue Spotter Universe


Rogue Spotter Series


Threats by Numbers


Flight by Numbers


Trials by Numbers


Hunt by Numbers


Quests by Numbers
(Coming 2019)


Fight by Numbers
(Coming 2019)


 


The Therian Way Novellas Series


Tiger’s Shadow


Tiger’s Paw


 


The Therian Way Series


Book One – Leopard’s
Heart


Book Two – Wolf’s
Path


Book Three – Tiger’s
Strength (Coming 2019)


Book Four – Leopard’s
Test (Coming 2019)


Book Five – Panther’s
Trap (Coming 2019)


Book Six – Tiger’s
Betrayal (Coming 2019)


Book Seven – Leopard’s
Mercy (Coming 2019)


 


The Fae Billionaires Series


Her Fae
Billionaire (Coming April/May 2019)


The Dragon’s Billionaire
Rival (Coming April/May 2019)


Science Fiction


Remember Typhon –
A Short Story


Historical Romance


Christmas Aria — A
Christmas Regency Novella


 












About The Author


 


Kimberly A. Rogers has never stopped enjoying the
over-active imagination originally fueled by fantasy classics such as the works
of C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien. With a steady supply of fairytales,
mythology, and the folklore revolving around famous cryptids such as the Beast
of Bray Road, she is well-prepared to spend her days writing various fantasy
series ranging from urban fantasies to romantic fairytale retellings. On the
rare occasion she’s not playing in a fantasy world, you can find her dabbling
in military science fiction and Regency Era romances.


 





cover.jpeg
Rogue Spotter o 4
KIMBERLY A. ROGERS





