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Chapter One
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Damien

“Damien.”

He jerked his head up in surprise as his name was called. “No!” The cry escaped his lips before he could help himself. Heads turned in his direction. “I want to stay.”

The woman standing on the raised platform at the front of the room sighed. This was not the first time she’d had this argument, nor would it be the last, she was sure of that. It was the same argument she’d given when her name had been drawn.

“Listen Damien. None of us want to go. We all want to stay, to fight. This is our home, our world. I understand. The Elders understand. But we have no choice. Some of us must go through, to protect those who cannot fight for themselves. We must have soldiers on the far side who can fight anything we may come upon. Someone must be brave enough to go to the unknown.”

Damien railed against the words, even as he felt his back up against the wall. If he tried to stay again, then he would appear cowardly, too scared to go through and brave whatever dangers may be on the other side. But if he went...

“Just say okay,” Altair hissed under his breath. “You think I want to go either?”

Glancing at his best friend, Damien could see the war of emotions on the other storm dragon’s face and knew his own features must be doing the same. This wasn’t easy on anyone. He had to keep that in mind, as his feelings weren’t the only ones at stake here. Everyone was being asked to do something they didn’t want to today. They just knew they had to.

“Very well,” he said stiffly, not wanting to hold up the process any longer.

The woman, a matron of the jade dragons, nodded in relief, and returned to drawing names and placing them in one of two boxes.

“I’m going back up top for a few minutes,” he said quietly to Altair.

The other dragon glanced up at the wall, noting the time. “We depart in an hour and a half. Please don’t be late.”

Damien smiled. “When am I ever late?”

Altair just rolled his eyes.

Slipping from the room, he took the main corridor to its end, then headed up a set of stairs. Five floors later, he reached ground level, emerging out onto the hard-packed ground in the center of the massive fortress.

It wasn’t earth upon which he walked, however, but tundra ice. Fortress Glacis was located at the very top of the world, a sprawling complex that had stood mostly unused for centuries. Now it was a bustling hub of activity, and the last stronghold of the dragons on all of Dracia. 

The last stronghold that we know of, Damien thought glumly to himself as he bent his knees and leapt up to the first landing of the stairs that would carry him to the top of Glacis’ walls. 

Perhaps there were other places where his kind still held out, but if there were, none of the dragons knew it. They had been cut off long ago, retreating, ever retreating, until Glacis was the only place left to go. A tiny fraction of the population, a mixture of almost all the various types of dragons, huddled together in the coldest regions of their planet.

Sitting and waiting for the arrival of the enemy.

“Any sign yet?” he asked, his breath puffing as he looked over the top of the wall, the constant freezing winds taking the little cloud of moisture and winging it away immediately.

“Not yet.” 

Damien glanced at the nearest sentry. A frost dragon, he was clad from head to toe in ice, a suit of blinding white armor forged from the very heart of the lands around them. Only a slit for his eyes was visible. Next to him lay a wicked-looking sword, also carved from the element of his birth.

Pulling his jacket tighter to ward off the bite of the wind—the temperature itself didn’t really bother him, but the wind brought with it tiny little icicles that prickled his skin—he peered out over the battlement.

It was but a waiting game now. The enemy would come. They always did. Then he would have to go back below, to take his place with the others.

To run away.

Damien’s fists clenched tightly, part of the top of the wall breaking off as he dug through the ice in his anger.

“Hey. Stop that.”

The stern warning from the sentry brought him back to reality. “Sorry,” he muttered, patting gently at the top of the wall as if that would fix the twin divots he’d taken out of it. “I didn’t mean to.”

There was no reply. Irritated that his apology had gone unacknowledged, Damien looked at the sentry. But the guard wasn’t paying attention to him. Not anymore. His gaze was fixed. Outward. 

Over the wall.

A shiver ran down Damien’s spine as he slowly turned to follow the dragon’s gaze. 

All along the horizon ran a line of mountains. Fortress Glacis was at the very heart of the range, a near-perfect circle likely forged from an asteroid strike in ancient times. They blocked access from everywhere. Everywhere but the direction he faced.

Coming through the sole break in the mountains was a solid black line. It was too far away for him to view just yet without calling up the wind to aid him, but Damien didn’t need to do that to know what he saw.

Thousands of marching figures. Tens of thousands. 

Seconds later, the skies darkened as more crested the mountains and began to blot out the sky. Damien corrected his earlier estimate. 

Millions. 

“My God,” he heard the sentry whisper as the might of their enemy continued to march toward them. “There are so many of them.”

Horns began to blow within Glacis, announcing the arrival of the final battle for their planet. A battle he wouldn’t be participating in.

Damien almost called up the wind then, to reshape the air around his eyes, to let him see farther into the distance, but he decided against it. He didn’t need to see what was out there. He already knew.

“Above!”

Jerking his head back at the shout of alarm from another sentry, Damien saw a group of shapes descending toward the fortress at breakneck speed from high above in the sky. 

A roar of anger filled him, and he reached out to the elements. While the glaciers and tundra were the natural habitat of the frost dragons, storms raged anywhere and everywhere. Damien was always near the source of his power.

Air whirled around him and he flung a swirling gale of storm winds at the approaching group. The attack must have come sooner than they expected, because the diving group scattered and slowed.

“Are you to stay?” the nearby sentry asked as he hauled an arm back, ice flowing from seemingly nowhere into a sleek icy spear with a needle-sharp point. He hurled the weapon like a javelin, growling in success as it took one of the enemies in the wing, sending it tumbling from the sky to impact on the ground below. 

A nearby fire dragon gestured, and a torrent of fire incinerated the downed creature in seconds. Damien winced, but he knew that hesitation was the death of any of them.

“No,” he said reluctantly.

“Then go. Get below! They must know of the portal. It’s the only reason they would strike so soon.”

Damien stared in horror at the unknown sentry. “How is that possible?”

“It doesn’t matter how! It just is. Go, now! Warn them, get everyone through that you can.”

“But we’re not ready,” he protested, but his feet were already moving, launching him out from the wall to the packed ice forty feet below. He landed with a crunch, packing the ice under his feet another six inches down.

All around him, dragons were readying themselves for battle as he fled.

Coward.

Damien pushed the word away; there was no time to think of it now. He ran down the stairs and into the chamber.

“We must go now!” he shouted. “They’ve launched an attack. They’re after the portal!”

He didn’t know that for sure of course, but it was a wise bet. Somehow, their enemy must have learned about the portal. A lightning strike now would give them access to it—and with it, another world to conquer.

Not to mention the last vestiges of his race as they prepared to flee through it.

“Okay everyone, you heard him. No time to waste. Pick up what you have on you and proceed through the portal at a steady rate. No pushing, no shoving, but no dawdling.”

Damien felt a sliver of relief enter his system as Rokh took charge. The powerful fire dragon had been chosen to lead the expedition through the portal. He strode forward now to the front of the chamber, where two-dozen dragons stood waiting, a blank wall in front of them.

“Now,” he said, the quiet command heard easily through the silent chamber.

The dragons nodded and closed their eyes. Power began to hum through them, in a way Damien could not understand. In two lines of twelve, the rear ones slowly reached out to touch the shoulder of the one in front. Silver-purple light glowed brightly as it was transferred up the chain, until the two dragons at the front of each line were barely visible.

Acting as one, they thrust their hands forward at the same time. Power flowed into the blank wall, spiraling out until it formed a giant circle nearly fifty feet across at its max. Part of the circle was invisible, flowing into the ground, leaving only three-quarters of it to be seen by those who watched.

A moment later, the silver-purple light in the center shimmered and solidified. 

Damien gasped along with the rest of the assembled dragons. There was an image there now. One of a snowy mountainside. A familiar place, yet different all the same.

Rokh nodded to himself. “We must go,” he called, and without another word, he turned and plunged through the portal.

Into a new world.

Others began streaming after him in ones and twos at first, but as the trickle gathered up more, it became a stream.

The roof of the cavern shook, and chunks of rock rained down on the group below. Younglings cried out in fear, huddling closer to their mothers and fathers for protection. There were far too few of the former for Damien’s liking, but the toll on female dragons had been extra high in the early stages of the war, and now their numbers were dangerously low.

To top it off, most of the female dragons had lost some or all of their young. The majority of the soldiers fighting above were now female. They had nothing more to live for, and wanted to die here, on the same planet as their children.

If only all they did was die...

There was more shaking, and Damien spun as he heard a noise up the corridor. One of the enemy appeared, shaking off its landing and rushing forward with a frenzied determination, bloodshot eyes focused on the portal behind Damien.

He should be enraged by the sight in front of him, a demon hellbent on killing his friends, his kin. 

But it was hard to be furious when the image looking back at him was another dragon shifter.

Damien barely reacted in time, launching himself into the path of the enemy. The two went down in a tussle, and he reared his head back, slamming it into the other’s head. They parted, and he blasted the creature with a bolt of lightning. 

The creature barely noticed the blackened mark that appeared on its side. Silent as death, like always, it flung itself at him, eager to kill him.

Kill me and make me one of them.

Damien met the charge, hands tingling with power. He clamped them down on either side of the thing’s head—he refused to think of it as a dragon any longer—and channeled power from one hand to the other. Through its head.

The creature’s eyes dulled, and then grey goop began to seep from its nose and ears before it fell to the ground, lifeless. But Damien wasn’t done. He knelt to a knee, still clasping the head, energy surging between his palms, burning the entire thing. They had made this mistake early in the war. 

He wasn’t going to make it now. Only when the entire head was a blackened ruin did he let go, confident that the thing inside it was dead too.

“Damien!”

He looked up to see Altair waving at him from the portal entrance. Most of the dragons were through.

“Come on, we need to go now!”

He rose to his feet, backing toward the opening, wary of any more of the Infected.

“Go now.”

The voice from nearby startled him. Damien turned to see one of the dragons holding the portal open, looking at him. His eyes were silver-purple, but he was staring right at the storm dragon.

“Go. They must not get us, or the open portal. If they do that...” the dragon trailed off, but Damien understood.

If the Infected were able to do that, then his people would never be safe.

“Run!” the dragon shouted. “The portal will collapse, and the energy will destroy us and anyone in this chamber. Go!”

Nodding, he turned and ran for the portal as Altair disappeared through it.

Damien was the last of his kind. The last dragon in the chamber.

Taking a deep breath, he plunged through the portal, and into the unknown.
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Chapter Two
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Anna

They were deep into the mountains now, and the smile would not be denied any longer.

Anna grinned widely from ear to ear, wanting to whoop loudly so that the very titans of the earth sticking up around her would hear and send her shouts echoing back. She refrained, however, because while a moment of prideful indulgence was acceptable, something so outwardly visible was not the way of things.

“Good for you,” she said quietly, speaking to herself instead, only the winds themselves hearing her.

When she’d first been told that she was to command the day’s patrol, she’d nearly fainted on the spot. It was an honor she’d worked long and hard to achieve, and now it had been given to her. To her!

Now she led a full wing of her fellow Initiates through the mountains, their shimmering, translucent steeds easily galloping along on the wind itself, effortlessly carrying them along their route.

Far below, the snow-covered mountains had finally extended their grip to the valleys between. Winterspell Academy had been cut off from the closest human settlement for a month now, and that would last for several more, until the spring thaws melted the sole path through the mountains.

That was okay. The witches of Winterspell were more than self-sufficient, and they even preferred to be isolated. It was in their nature. 

Reveling in the freedom of flying, Anna sat up straight, feeling the wind whip across her face, the goggles keeping her eyes clear to scan the land below. Although she might be letting herself indulge just a bit too much, she intended to do her job. They were on patrol after all, and Winterspell was located in this mountain range for a reason.

She needed to be on the lookout. In the winter, the already fragile barrier between Earth and the Abyss was even weaker. Like all who resided at Winterspell, Anna had taken an oath to defend humanity from the creatures who would come forth. Faeries of all sorts, elves, werewolves, vampires and more, everything humans had ever dreamed up, they lived in the Abyss.

And that’s where I’ll send them back to if I find them!

“Patrol Leader!”

The unexpected call from one of the other Initiates broke her reverie. Turning in the saddle, she found the speaker and followed their pointed hand.

“What in Furies’ name?” she whispered to herself, invoking the name of ancient witches.

Far down below, in a tiny wooded depression between two peaks, a cluster of shapes moved. Not just one or two, but easily half a dozen. That was unusual in itself, but it was what Anna saw behind them that grabbed her attention.

The air was shimmering in a vast semi-circle. As she watched, something appeared in the center of it. 

It was a tear. It had to be, a rip in the fabric between her world and the Abyss. But she’d never seen so many creatures come through before. They often came alone or in pairs. But seven? The last time a group that large had come through...

Anna swallowed hard. Why did this have to happen on her first patrol?

She froze for several long seconds, but there was really only one thing she could do. Bringing her staff up from where it was slung across her back, she pointed it back to the south and cast a spell.

A little sprite, a magical spell containing little more than information shot away from her staff, headed on a direct course to the Watch Master back at Winterspell. It would warn them that an incursion had been spotted, and also impart the details she’d put into the spell, including the size.

“We go,” she signaled with her hands, and the six Apprentices dove down to investigate, each of them bringing their chosen magical instrument to hand. Many chose the traditional wand, or the slightly thicker and longer rod, but Anna preferred to use the staff. It was an excellent secondary weapon on its own.

They dropped to the snowy ground in the opening, forming a triangle with the group of figures and the shimmering rift. Anna regarded the magical opening warily, for it didn’t look like any rift she’d ever read about. But there was little time for that. Her team had been spotted.

“Go back to where you came from!” she called from the back of her mount. “This territory is protected by Winterspell, and you are not welcome!”

The figures arrayed in a line in front of her were all human-looking, but that meant little to Anna. Any creature from the Abyss could resemble a human, even if their natural forms were anything but. A simple spell would rip that disguise away from them, however.

She leveled her staff and poured power into it. A purple light shone from the tip, bathing the unknown creatures in its rays. Anna waited, but nothing happened. The group stayed human, looking at her curiously, but overall unharmed. It was then that she noted several of them were young, little more than children.

What is going on here? Who are these people? What are they?

“We mean you no harm,” one of them said, stepping forward. “We do not want to fight you.”

She studied him. He was tall, broad of shoulder with thick straw-blond hair. Muscles bunched in his arms as he waved the young behind him protectively. She noted that and felt a certain admiration for him, but also another surge of suspicion.

Faeries only cared about themselves, not others.

“Who are you?” she called, playing a hunch. “Why are you here?”

One of the witches spoke from her left, voice twisted with hatred and surprise. “Patrol Leader?”

Anna turned her head slightly, fixing the speaker with one eye. “Use your brain, Apprentice Bowen. My spell did not decloak them. It did not even faze them. Whoever they are, they aren’t Faeries.”

“They came through a rift! They must be evil. We need to send them back. Now!” Bowen said, raising her wand.

Making a split-second decision, Anna shook her head. “No. You will not attack them, that is an order.”

The other Apprentice—senior in experience to Anna, but not leading this patrol—shook with anger, but did not attack.

“You speak our language, but you don’t know who we are?” the same male called back. He sounded confused. Lost.

Anna frowned. “You are speaking our language.”

The figure straightened, jaw dropping open in clear surprise. He turned and spoke softly with the other two adults quickly before facing her yet again. 

“My name is Damien,” he said, holding his hands out wide. “May I come near?”

Again making a decision on the spot, Anna gestured for him to approach. There was something about this Damien that made her feel relaxed. As though he wasn’t a threat. She could sense his power, evident in the way he walked. Whoever he was, whatever he was, he was confident in his ability to defend himself.

But he wasn’t going to attack her. Anna didn’t know how she knew, but she just knew he wouldn’t. Not her, nor any of her patrol. Unless they gave him reason to. She turned a warning eye on Apprentice Bowen, making sure the woman didn’t do anything rash.

“Why are you here, Damien?” she asked. “Where have you come from?”

“From my world,” he said, blue eyes settling on her evenly. “Where are we?”

“You are on Earth. In the Appalachian Mountains, to be exact,” she replied warily, unwilling to give out more information than that. “What planet do you come from?”

“Dracia,” he replied.

“You should go back,” she told him quietly. “Earth is not for you.”

Damien looked down. “We can’t,” he said, shoulders slumping slightly, a sight she found painful to witness on such a proud, strong man.

“Why not?”

“Because,” he told her, lifting his chin. “There is nowhere to go back to. It’s gone. All of it is gone.”

“What do you mean, gone?” Anna wasn’t liking what she was hearing.

“Overrun. By an enemy the likes of which we have never seen. I am the last of my kind to come through. The portal is going to close after me.”

Anna lifted her eyebrows, glancing pointedly at the still wide-open portal. “It doesn’t look very closed to me.”

“I know,” Damien said. “But it will. I assure you.”

Despite his words, it wasn’t hard for her to realize that he too was worried by the fact that it hadn’t closed yet, either.

Just what was coming through after him?

And what was already here?

Anna didn’t know what to do. This was way beyond her pay grade.
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Chapter Three
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Damien

Try as he might, keeping his calm was proving hard to do. The last thing he’d expected to see upon crossing the portal was anything that looked like him.

Earth. She said this was Earth. I’ve never heard of it. Yet we speak the same language. We look identical! 

“Is there anywhere we can go?” he asked, trying to push aside all the curiosity he had regarding the unforeseen similarities between their two peoples. “Shelter. We came through in a rush, we don’t have many supplies.”

He hated to ask for assistance, but the options were limited. The dragons had scattered upon exiting the portal, and the constant winds in the mountains had already obscured much of the tracks they’d made in the snow. As it appeared, he was in charge of this last little group, the only one that had remained near the portal.

Rokh must have taken the others somewhere, but Damien didn’t know where.

“Is this all?” the woman—and she most definitely was a woman—said. Short, thick around the waist with curves in all the right places. His dragon had been admiring her figure since the moment she landed, stalking it in his mind, eagerly pushing him to get closer.

He couldn’t see much of her face, her eyes concealed behind a set of goggles that reflected much of the light. Watching, he saw her thick lips compress into a thin line, rosy-red cheeks tightening as well. Damien decided it wasn’t a look that suited her. This woman needed to smile. He wanted to make her smile. 

Why do you care what she has on her face? You need to find shelter for the young, and then you need to go find Rokh and turn this all over to him. 

“There are more of us,” he said reluctantly. “They came through before me, they must have scattered into the mountains. I don’t actually know where they went. Mostly young.”

Something in the woman’s body language reacted to his last sentence. Did these people have the same sort of protective desires over their offspring as his did? Could he perhaps play off that to try and find them somewhere to stay?

“How do I know you’re not a threat to me? To us?” the woman asked.

“Just the same way that I don’t know the same about you,” he replied calmly. “I don’t. You don’t. We can only trust our impressions, and what the other person is saying. I haven’t lied to you. I have no reason to. In fact, I’m more curious than anything else.”

“Curious?” she said slowly, as if not expecting that as an answer.

“What do you look like under the mask?” he asked. “Are we truly the same in appearance? We speak the same language after all. Doesn’t that make you wonder how and why that is?”

The woman paused before speaking. Although he couldn’t see her eyes, Damien knew she was giving him a long, thoughtful look. He could tell by the slight cock of her head and the general pose of her body. 

After several long heartbeats in which he began to wonder if he’d made a mistake, she reached up and slowly peeled the goggles off, revealing to him that they did look the same. 

He also found himself staring into a pair of the most beautiful brown eyes he’d ever seen. They were dark, so very dark as to be noticeable. Her pupils were tiny under the sun’s bright light, but it didn’t matter.

Damien stood still, unable to look away.

His dragon was going berserk on the inside. The moment he’d locked eyes with her, it had erupted, trying to call to the sky, to blast the mountain air with lightning and thunder as it proclaimed...what was it trying to proclaim?

“How many of you are there?” the woman asked.

Grateful for something other than the growl of his dragon to focus on, Damien thought back to the escape. He’d not been paying a lot of attention, too irate that he’d not initially been picked to stay and fight. Then he’d been battling the Infected. By the time he’d gotten in the clear, everyone was through. How many had there been?

“One, maybe two hundred,” he said quietly.

The woman yelped in surprise. “Two hundred? What do you expect me to do with two hundred of you?” 

Damien’s being quieted as he thought the number over as well. “That’s all that remains,” he informed her. “Two hundred people, from a planetful.”

“By the Furies,” several of the other women said, looking at each other as they realized what he was saying. 

He wasn’t familiar with the exact words, but Damien recognized cursing when he heard it. 

It was tough for him to stay calm for long, because every moment his thoughts strayed from the catastrophe that had struck his people, they landed back on the woman in front of him, and his dragon leapt back to life. The war of the wills wasn’t something he had ever struggled with before, but Damien was being put to the test now, containing himself from doing something rash.

“Please,” he said, putting his pride to the side, thinking of those too young to fend for themselves, those who would be affected by the cold in the mountains, who could not shrug off the cool temperatures. “We won’t be a burden. We can work for it. We’ll help out. Whatever we can do. Some of us have abilities that may be of use.”

The leader of the group frowned. “What do you mean by abilities?”

Damien thought about it for a moment, then smiled. He knew the perfect way to show her. Moving slowly, he turned to his right. Gesturing with a hand, and using a bit of mental effort, he waited while the air shimmered.

The creature—he had no idea what it was, as they didn’t have them on his planet—shook its head and stamped at the ground, much the same as the airborne mounts the women had flown in on. 

“You can use magic?” the leader asked warily, looking around, eyes darting from shadow to shadow as if she expected to suddenly be attacked.

“Magic?” he asked. This wasn’t a word he was familiar with. “I am of the Storm clan. The air, the clouds, the winds. They respond to me.”

The group of women talked quietly among themselves. “All of you can do this?” the leader asked.

“Some. Others are of Fire. Some are of Jade, who can control the land. Others are Frost, they can shape the snow and ice of the mountains.”

“But you. You cannot use fire?” she asked, pointing a finger at him.

“No. Only the skies,” he said.

The woman turned her back on him to talk. Damien wondered if she realized the vulnerability she was showing by doing that, or if it was a gesture of trust. These women had powers he couldn’t understand, however, and he wasn’t about to attack them.

Though that one woman seems like she’d like me to try...

He’d seen the anger on the face of one of them from the very start but had done his best to avoid looking at her. Given the situation, not antagonizing any of his would-be rescuers’ race seemed prudent. Not now, when they knew so little of the world they had just come to.

“What are you willing to offer in exchange for shelter and food?” the woman asked finally.

Damien hesitated. “I am unable to make any sort of formal agreement,” he said at last. “I am not in charge.”

“Well, who is? Bring him here then.”

He winced. “His name is Rokh. Of the Fire clan. But I’m not sure where he is. He came through first and has led the others somewhere into the mountains.” He shrugged helplessly, not knowing what else to say.

“Are you a man of your word?” she asked, the question catching him off guard.

Judging by the looks from the other women, they hadn’t been expecting it either.

“I am,” he said, drawing himself up straight, wondering where she was going with things. “My name is Damien, and you have my word we will not harm you.”

The woman studied him some more. He wondered if she was just unsure of what to do, or if she was normally this careful and thorough about making a decision.

“I cannot take you freely, Damien of the Storm Clan. There’s just too much we don’t know about you. If you come, you will come as my prisoners for now, until we can ascertain more about you and your powers.”

Behind him, he heard the others hiss and stiffen.

“Easy, Altair,” he rumbled, knowing without looking that his friend would be the most incensed of their little group at being told they were prisoners. The other storm dragon would want to fight, to show this woman that dragons were no one’s prisoners.

“But she said—”

“I heard what she said,” Damien growled, taking control of the situation. “Now listen to what I say. Calm. Down.”

The others had made him go talk to the strange women when they had appeared out of the sky. If they couldn’t handle the decisions he was making, that was too bad for them! Damien wasn’t about to go making enemies out of the first people he’d met upon coming through the portal. That was just stupid.

“Think about it from their side of things,” he said. “They don’t know a thing about us. Why should they trust us?”

“Why should we trust them?” Altair muttered angrily.

“Because we don’t have a choice,” Damien said softly, fighting to ignore the pain in his own voice. “And because, as strange as this sounds, I trust her.”

Altair said something in response, but he wasn’t paying attention. The woman was waiting on an answer from him, and he needed to give it.

“Very well,” he said. “We will come peacefully and do as you say.”

Please, he thought to himself. Don’t make this be a mistake. Please let these people be trustworthy and good.
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Chapter Four
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Anna

“You can’t be serious? We’re just going to believe him?”

“Yes, Bowen,” she said, dropping the title as her anger at the other Initiate mounted. “I am. The Coven can decide if I made a mistake. Not you.”

Some of the others in her patrol shifted uncomfortably, but to Anna’s surprise none of them tried to fight against her decision. She hadn’t expected that from them, or from Damien and his group. Things were going smoothly.

Perhaps too smoothly.

“Stay here,” she said abruptly to her group. Without waiting for confirmation, she walked toward the tall man, eyeing him warily, sizing him up and down. He was tall, an impression that only continued to grow as she neared him. Correction, he’s very tall.

As she came closer, his eyes followed her, as bright as the sky on a clear day. What was he thinking, how was he feeling?

“Come with me,” she said, pointing at the portal.

Damien’s jaw visibly clenched, but he nodded. They walked over to the circle. She couldn’t see anything on the other side of it. Not the rocky mountain walls that formed the end of this little nook in the range, nor wherever it was he’d come from on the other side. She walked along its length, then stood to look at it from the side.

It was barely visible, razor-thin.

“Shut it down,” she said.

Damien hesitated.

“Now.” She tried to put some more steel into her voice.

“I can’t,” he said helplessly.

“Why not?”

“I didn’t make it.”

Anna pointed at his group. “Well who did? Get them over here.”

Damien shook his head. “They’re all on the other side,” he said, bowing his head. “They had to keep it powered so that we could escape.” He frowned, looking the rift up and down. “They said they would close the portal after we were through. The feedback was supposed to destroy them and the room they were in.”

Anna was still processing everything he’d said when the reality of it hit home to her. She gasped. “They were going to sacrifice themselves?”

The big man’s face hardened unhappily. “Listen, Miss. My entire world is gone. Hundreds of millions of us have fallen to these creatures. On the other side of this portal lies Fortress Glacis, a frozen wasteland of a settlement at the very northernmost part of our world. We were forced back there. Maybe two hundred of my people survived to come through. Asking twenty-four more to lay down their lives so that we may escape wasn’t so big a cost to us.” He looked away. “Not anymore, at least.”

Anna’s heart was breaking as he spoke, and every instinct in her screamed to reach out, to pull him into a hug, to tell him she was sorry, that she hadn’t truly understood the scope of what had happened to him and his people.

“You’re not lying about any of this, are you?” she asked softly.

His head came up violently, eyes blazing with blue fire. “You think I would make light of my race being on the verge of extinction? That I would use such a catastrophic event to worm my way into your trust?”

She held up her hands. “Easy, Damien. Remember, we know nothing of each other. For all I know, that could be your mission here.”

“No,” he said, walking back to face the rift, the portal as he’d called it, head-on. “My people are suffering and dying on the other side of this. If any of them are even left alive. Yet I am here, on your planet.”

He wanted to be back with the others. To fight with them.

“Why are you so eager to die?” she asked, hating the idea that he might be lying somewhere on a battlefield dead, with no one to mourn over him. 

Why do you care so much? You just met him.

She couldn’t answer that question, and that alone sent more troubling thoughts through her. What did it mean?

“I’m not,” he said, working his jaw. “But the strongest, the bravest of us, they stayed behind to fight. While we...” He didn’t finish his sentence, but he didn’t have to.

Anna understood now. He felt like he was running away. Like he was a coward.

“Your people need you,” she said, not sure where the words were coming from. “They will be looking to you and the others, to do the hardest task of all.”

“What?” he asked gruffly, without malice.

“To rebuild. To carry on.”

Damien inhaled deeply, his spine straightening. She could see him latching onto that, to being needed. He was struggling for anything right now, and she’d just given him a lifeline.

“What’s your name?” he asked quietly. “May I know that?”

She considered it for a second. “Anna,” she said softly.

“Thank you, Anna. I needed that.” He stared at the portal. “What do we do now?”

“Now? Now you tell me who killed your race. What are they like? We need to be ready for them.”

“The portal will close,” he said stubbornly. “There is probably a delay from one side to the other, that’s all. I do not know how much time passed while I was travelling between worlds, but I doubt it was instantaneous.”

Anna hadn’t considered that before. “Perhaps,” she agreed. “But we must be ready. You are going to have to tell me all you know. Now.”

Damien shrugged. “It’s not much. About a year ago, a little less, a meteor struck our world. It was a powerful strike, tens of thousands died. But we survived. Teams were sent to search for survivors. To rescue them.”

“But the meteor was actually an enemy spaceship?” she supplied.

The Dracian frowned. “What? I don’t know this word, spaceship.”

“Um, a vessel to travel among the stars?” she asked, realizing that just because they both spoke English, didn’t mean that his people were as advanced as humanity.

“Ah. Maybe. We don’t know. Nobody ever came back,” he said. “Well, they did. But they weren’t themselves. They had been taken over.”

“Taken over?” she asked automatically. “By what?”

“Nobody knows. But if they get close to you, get you vulnerable, they will infect you as well. They spread like a virus. It moves into your brain and slowly takes it over, replacing it with more of itself. The only way to kill it is to burn the head entirely. Killing the thing inside.”

“Furies,” she gasped, clasping a hand to her mouth in horror. “You would never know...”

“We didn’t,” he said. “Not until it was spreading at a rapid rate. Too rapid to contain.”

“An entire planet. In less than a year.”

Damien bowed his head.

“So, the things coming through,” she said, taking several steps back, calling her magic to her in her staff. “They look like you. Walk like you. Talk like you. How do I know you aren’t one?” she challenged warily.

Damien shook his head tiredly. “Once it spreads to you, you die. Then, once it has replaced your brain, your mind, it reanimates the body. But they aren’t the same person. They don’t talk. They don’t even seem to communicate at all. Doesn’t stop them from working together though. Plus, they’re all angry. So very angry-looking.”

Anna chewed on her lip. She had to make a decision.

“Gather your people,” she said. “We’ll make for the Academy.”

“The Academy?” he asked. “What’s that?”

“It’s where we train. The Coven will decide what to do with you, Damien of Dracia. Come, bring them together and we will call up transportation for you.” Her face hardened. “I think you a man of your word, but be warned, if you try anything, we will use deadly force against you if we must, to protect ourselves and our world.”

Anna didn’t like being threatening, but what choice did she have? The Coven was already likely to have her head for what she’d done but bringing Damien and the others back to Winterspell was the right thing to do.

She could feel it.
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Chapter Five
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Damien

He studied Anna for a moment, then nodded.

“Very well. We’ll come peacefully, though we will fight back if attacked. But we will not start anything.”

Anna’s head jerked up and down once in agreement.

“Altair,” he said, waving at the storm dragon to bring everyone over to where they stood.

The group of dragons and young shuffled forward. Meanwhile, Anna was signaling to her team where they stood even farther back from the portal. 

Altair and Rane came over quickly, while behind them the group of five young were chivvied forward by Milon, a dragon just come into his powers, but not strong enough to do much with them yet. 

The portal shimmered at the same time. Damien felt his spirits leap.

“More must have made it!” he exclaimed excitedly to Anna. “That is why the portal is open still. Another group has made it through.”

Anna frowned. “How can you be so sure? What if they are more of the enemy?”

Damien’s blood ran cold. He’d been so sure that it was more of his people coming through to this new life, he’d never even considered the opposite. That the Infected had control of the portal now...

“But why wouldn’t they have shut it down?” he asked, but in his gut, he knew she was right.

There hadn’t been anyone else left in the chamber when he’d come through. Everyone else had been busy fighting the dragons.

“Milon!” he shouted. “Get back!”

But it was too late. Two figures emerged from the portal, red-rimmed eyes wide as they looked at the buffet right in front of them.

Damien charged forward with a roar, trying to distract them, but he was ages too late.

Milon put himself between the Infected and the five children, a fierce look upon his young face. Flames blossomed in his palms and he lashed out at the nearest Infected.

But he was too young. His powers too weak. Skin bubbled and slowly began to melt, but the Infected just shrugged it off. 

“No!” Damien shouted as the brave protector went down. 

Lightning blasted from his hands, striking the Infected in the temple, bowling him over and off Milon. Damien leapt over the fallen dragon, aiming to strike again, but he was forced to jump to the side to avoid a billowing sleet of icicles that lashed up as the Infected struck at him.

Cursing the frost dragon with all his might, Damien rolled, coming to his feet and sending a thought out to the winds around him.

Even as he was doing that, he noticed Altair and Rane going after the second Infected. Good. This was his people’s fight, not that of Anna and her team. They should stay safe.

A gust of wind swirled down from the sky and picked the Infected up just as it was preparing to strike at Damien again. The frost dragon was the perfect enemy to send through the portal. It would have the advantage over him now, and he needed to kill it, and kill it soon. 

While the former dragon was airborne, Damien looked to the heavens. The gray sky rumbled in response, and then a moment later a blast of lightning struck, entering the Infected at the top of his skull and exiting one foot. 

The creature flopped and came to a halt limply. It didn’t move.

The shock of the attack flung all the others to the ground, an unexpected side-effect. The second Infected recovered faster than the dragons and leapt at Altair. He greeted it with a two-footed kick to the chest, sending the creature flying backward.

Only when it got to its feet did Damien realize the sudden danger.

“Anna!’ he shouted as the Infected spied new prey.

Flames curled up the Infected’s arms, and it thrust them both straight at Anna. She brought her staff around in front of her, but Damien knew that the piece of wood could do nothing to protect her. She was going to be burned alive.

He raced forward, determined that this time, he wouldn’t be too slow. He called up the winds as he leapt, and the skies responded, shooting him forward. 

He got there just in time to take a fireball to the chest. It altered his arc, and Damien slammed down into the snow-covered rocky ground, bouncing and flipping a number of times as his body screamed in pain.

There was no time to waste, however, and he got to his feet, shunting aside the agony pounding at his skull. 

Fighting in eerie silence, the fire dragon noticed its attack had failed, and so it prepared to try again.

Three bolts of lightning struck its head at once. The trio of storm dragons held their attacks until the skull seemed to cave inward and the Infected creature slumped to the ground. 

Damien stayed on one knee to recover while Altair and Rane went to the two bodies and ensured that the parasite within was well and truly dead and would not rise again. Then they carefully buried the heads in snow, so that the young would not see.

Nobody that young should have to witness such a thing.

Now came the hardest task. Damien struggled to his feet as Anna came rushing over to his side. “Are you hurt?” she asked, but his attention was elsewhere. 

“I’m fine,” he said, brushing aside her concern. “Please, give me a moment.”

Anna’s eyes flickered to where Milon lay face down. Unmoving.

“Oh,” she said in understanding. “Of course.”

Damien, Rane and Altair approached the fallen dragon.

“Young in years,” Damien said quietly. “But he died like a true dragon. Like one of us.”

The others nodded.

Then they burned the burgeoning virus from the young dragon’s skull. They buried Milon entirely. The entire process took no more than a minute. It saddened Damien to realize that he, like the others, was mostly inured to such sights now, so frequent had they become over the past year.

Still, he would remember this one, he knew. The first of their kind to die on this new planet.

“I don’t mean to intrude,” Anna said from nearby. “But look.”

He followed her pointing hand to see the portal shimmer and begin to shrink. It was finally closing. Damien felt another blow to his heart as he realized that Milon would have survived if they had been just a few seconds faster. One more needless death, this time placed squarely at his feet.

There was no elation as the circle dwindled in size. Only resignation. Dracia was lost to them now. Forever. There was no going back.

Earth was their only home now.

“You said the only way to ensure the creatures cannot recreate is to burn them out, right?” Anna asked.

“Yes.”

“I hesitate to ask this, but will you be offended if we completely incinerate the bodies? I do not wish to take any risk that they may live.”

Damien shrugged. “Go for it. The two bodies should burn quickly.”

Anna shook her head. “Three.”

Damien fought back his anger as he realized she was referring to Milon too.

“I don’t want to do it,” she said, her eyes glittering with wetness. “But I must protect my world. I must take all precaution.”

He looked to Altair and Rane. Both were unhappy, but they wore looks of resignation as well. All of them knew the dangers of not being thorough enough.

“Take the children away,” he said to his two comrades. “This is not for their eyes.”

Rane and Altair nodded and escorted the five terrified children over to the rest of Anna’s team. He watched with studied interest as the expressions of the women softened at the presence of the children. 

“I’m sorry,” Anna said. She gestured with her staff, and a fireball spat from the tip with each flick, landing on the bodies and quickly engulfing them.

“You can use fire,” he said, surprise complete and total as the fire left little more than a scorched, melted area in the snow within seconds.

“It’s magic,” she said, correcting him. “I have studied it for a long time to be able to do what I can now.”

Damien had many questions, but there was a bigger, pressing concern.

“Look,” he said quietly, pointing behind her.

The portal was almost gone, closing faster now. It was less than five feet across and shrinking.

Damien and his storm dragons stood ready, while next to him Anna held her staff pointed at the portal, all of them watching, waiting for the final moment.

He stifled a low groan as it shrank to three feet. Then two. There was no hope of anyone else coming through now, and the reality of that struck hard.

One foot.

Eight inches.

Six.

He frowned.

“Is it supposed to do that?” Anna asked as it stopped.

“No idea. This is the first time we’ve ever done anything like this,” he confessed. “I...I expected it to vanish in place, without shrinking.”

“You told me it would close.”

“I was told it would,” he agreed, worry overtaking resignation at being trapped on Earth. 

If the portal didn’t close all the way, then the Infected must have somehow stopped it. But the opening was too small for anything to come through.

For now. If they can stop it from closing, then they can re-open it again as well.

Damien shivered, realizing that in time, the Infected might be able to come through. Earth wasn’t safe.

“This isn’t good,” Anna said, stating the obvious.

“No. No it’s not,” he agreed. “We should go. Take me to your leaders. I need to talk with them. Now.”

“I thought you weren’t a leader of your people?” Anna questioned.

“I’m not. But your kind can use this magic. We have powers. We need to work together to figure out how to close it, and soon. If the Infected come through in any numbers, Earth will fall too. It would only be a matter of time.”

Anna nodded. “I will leave two of my people here while we retreat, with instructions to incinerate anything that comes through.”

“Rane will stay as well,” Damien said, gesturing at the other storm dragon, trusting him to be able to keep his cool more than Altair. Bringing the grumpy storm dragon along would ensure that Damien could keep a close eye on him.

“It’s settled then. Prepare your people, as it is faster to fly. We’ll bring them steeds to ride upon.”

Damien smiled. “There’s no need.”

Anna tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“Altair and I will bring the children with us. There’s no need.”

“How are you going to do that?”

Damien swallowed nervously, wondering how this would go over.

“Well, you see, the thing about us is...”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six
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Anna

She glanced over at Damien as they cleared the last line of mountains on their course back to Winterspell. The Academy itself would be coming into sight soon, but for now the main sight was right next to her. Flying next to her.

“Dragons,” she repeated to herself. “They’re dragons.”

Of course, they were. Because men who could shift into creatures out of myth and legend were totally normal. She’d nearly screamed her head off in shock when Damien had first—what was the word—shifted? Yes, when he’d first shifted in front of her.

Even now, the giant serpentine head turned in her direction, flashing a toothy grin as if he could hear her words and her thoughts. Upon his scaled and spiked back sat three of the children, each hanging on to a spike with casual ease, totally at home with this mode of transportation.

Altair had the other two on his back. They moved in and out of vision, the clouds often getting in the way as they soared along, the dragons drifting back and forth on the mighty flaps of their wings.

Things are certainly going to be interesting when we land.

Anna wasn’t looking forward to that at all. The Coven was going to go absolutely ballistic that she’d brought the two dragon shifters back with her. Perhaps Circe would stay her hand from immediate punishment, but she was going to have a target on her back for some time, that was for sure.

Not that she’d even considered leaving the poor little kids out in the cold without food or shelter. That wasn’t her way, nor was it the way of Winterspell Academy. They were out here to protect those who needed protecting, and in her mind, that included the refugees from Dracia.

She smiled to herself, content that despite the consequences, she’d done the right thing.

At that same moment, the clouds cleared momentarily, giving a first glimpse of their destination. She heard the dragons rumble and the children perked up, eagerly clambering around on the broad backs for the best vantage point.

“Welcome to Winterspell,” she called formally as the familiar stone walls of her home for the past fifteen years came into view.

She watched the dragons take in the sight before them, enjoying their reaction.

“That is quite something,” Damien remarked, his voice sounding remarkably human despite coming from the very lizard-like snout attached to the long neck.

She smiled, watching the sun sparkle against his metallic blue scales. Winterspell wasn’t the only thing worth watching. She admired the way his powerful wings pumped in slow rhythm, the muscles in his shoulders flexing and driving them downward with immense pressure and force. 

“Thank you,” she called, having to speak up to be heard over the wind. “We’ll land there, at the main courtyard.”

There was no point in trying to get them to land anywhere else. They would have been spotted by sentries and students alike at this point, and if there was one thing on this earth that couldn’t be contained, it was the rumor mill. Word would spread faster than wildfire and soon, the entire Academy would know about the dragons.

They spiraled lower, the big dragons having to work harder to control themselves. The walls of Winterspell were long and winding, but the buildings within were huge. Towers thrust up into the sky, coming to pointed peaks in a random pattern as the multiple castle-like main buildings broke up the landscape.

For Anna and the other trio of Initiates with her, it was easy, their elemental steeds diving among the spires and under archways, nimble and quick, not needing more than a little guidance from their riders to reach the courtyard.

The dragons came in one at a time. Damien landed first, spreading his wings wide and coming to a halt with pinpoint precision. Anna found herself staring at him, marveling at his control.

Altair touched down next, but she barely noticed. Her eyes were locked onto Damien, unable to tear her eyes away from his dragon form. 

“So majestic...”

“Patrol Leader?”

She turned to see Initiate Bowen looking at her with intense interest.

“Nothing,” she said, trying to ignore the glittery shine of delight in the other woman’s eyes.

Damien folded his wings in tight and began to change. As he did, a swirl of cloud and mist wrapped itself around him. Biting her lip, Anna knew what was going on in the cloud. 

After he resumed his human form, Damien would be naked. She’d found that out when he’d casually stripped down in front of her out in the mountains. Just as if it was nothing. She’d watched dry-mouthed as he handed his clothes to one of the kids.

His dick was just swinging there below his ripped stomach and powerful chest like it was the most common thing in the world. So thick and—

She shook her head, focusing on the situation at hand, even if her brain refused to stop displaying the image mentally. It was a lovely memory, and one she would probably always associate with him, but right now she needed to focus on what to do with Damien.

Not that, she snapped as her brain presented her with a list of options it thought was a good idea. None of them were relevant.

The mist cleared and Damien stood straight and tall, taking in all the grandeur that was Winterspell Academy, even as he was greeted with hushed sounds and gasps of surprise. His clothes were back on, courtesy again of one of the dragon children having run into the cloud. Things were going to be awkward enough just bringing him back. Anna didn’t need to add excessive male nudity to the mix!

People were filing out of all the buildings now to see the newcomers as word spread, and those lucky enough to witness the transformation of the two dragons began speaking quickly to those nearest them, as if seeking confirmation that what their eyes had just seen was true.

A matronly voice interrupted the proceedings. “What is the meaning of this? What is going on here?”

Anna groaned silently, wishing that anyone else would have been the first out onto the courtyard field, but that just wasn’t her luck.

“Master Loiner,” she said respectfully, greeting the magic professor.

“Initiate Sturgis. Explain yourself.”

Before Anna could get the chance, Initiate Bowen jumped in front of her.

“During the patrol, we came across these creatures. Initiate Sturgis thought it was a good idea to bring them back here. I said we should have killed them and sent them back to the Abyss,” she proclaimed proudly, turning an angry glare on Anna.

Master Loiner’s stare hardened. She didn’t reprimand Bowen for speaking out of turn like most Masters would have. Just like Initiate Bowen, Master Loiner did not like Anna. Not one bit.

“Is this true?” the Master asked, eyes flicking over Anna’s shoulders as heavy bootfalls indicated the approach of Damien.

“It is,’ she said, somehow finding a backbone that always seemed to run and hide when she was confronted. “There is a situation here. We must talk to the Coven immediately. All of Earth is in danger.”

Master Loiner might have it out for Anna, but she was no idiot. She knew that Anna wouldn’t call such attention to herself or the situation unless she thought it was truly warranted. Especially not with so many witnesses. 

“The Coven, you say?” the master asked with devious delight sparkling deep in her eyes.

“It is most urgent,” Damien interrupted. “Your people need to know what is going on. They must be prepared.”

Master Loiner took Damien in, sizing him up. “Very well. But know that if you make one false move, we will incinerate you before you can take another breath. Is that understood, stranger?”

Anna heard the massive dragon shifter inhale sharply at the blatant threat. 

“We understand,” she said, throwing herself between the two of them verbally before the confrontation got worse. “He is my responsibility.”

“Then, to the Coven’s Chambers with you. I will notify them of your imminent arrival,” Master Loiner said, more than happy to let Anna dig her own grave.

Damien opened his mouth to speak, but Anna grabbed him by the arm, trying desperately not to enjoy the way his biceps felt under her fingers.

“Come on,” she hissed. “We have to go. Now.”

Damien followed along reluctantly, but she could tell he wasn’t happy.

“Do they always treat you like that” he asked, his voice a deep masculine growl.

Anna shrugged, trying to maintain her composure. She hadn’t had much exposure to boys or men since coming to Winterspell at age thirteen. The lack of magic in almost all men meant that her experiments had been limited to the boys of Elk Pines during her infrequent trips to the human settlement. 

Now she had Damien here next to her, a very considerable male, who simply exuded power, strength and masculinity in a manner that was intoxicating, impressive, almost overwhelming, and most definitely more than a little distracting. Her body was betraying her private thoughts even as she begged it to stop, to stay calm.

“Not all of them,” she said, answering his question. “But some think that I don’t belong here. Like Master Loiner and her brown-nosing sycophant Initiate Bowen.”

The words came out harsher than intended, and Anna felt a touch of embarrassment at airing her dirty laundry to someone she’d just met. She didn’t need to burden him with her issues. What he was dealing with was far more serious than a simple case of someone not liking her. She would need to remember that.

“Why wouldn’t you belong?” Damien wanted to know as he followed her through a series of turns and stairs down into the heart of the larger of the two castle-like buildings that made up most of Winterspell.

“I wasn’t born with the same level of power as most of the other students,” she said. “I’ve had to study hard and work even harder to achieve what I have, and I guess they’re resentful of that fact.”

Damien snorted.

“What?”

“They’re not resentful of your hard work,” he explained. “They’re resentful that you’re making them look bad, because if they put in the same effort, they would be able to do far more themselves.”

Anna considered that. “Maybe,” she admitted. “Maybe.”

They arrived at a set of closed doors made of purest platinum, shiny even in the dim light of the corridor. 

“We’re here,” she said. “The Coven’s Chambers.”

“What is beyond those doors?” Damien asked uneasily.

“The ruling body of Winterspell. The most powerful witches in the area,” she said, her voice tight. 

Anna had never been in front of the Coven before.

“Is this a good thing that we’re seeing them?” Damien asked, sounding completely unruffled.

“That depends—” Anna wasn’t able to finish her sentence.

The doors were opening.
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Chapter Seven
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Damien

Following Anna’s lead, he walked through the doors and into the room beyond.

It was circular, and relatively small. He’d been expecting some grand throne room, but this was much smaller and more intimate. Made entirely from stone, he could pick out the individual pieces in the walls around him. 

A semi-circle of raised seats sat behind a raised stone wall on the far side of the chamber. A little staircase split them with six to his right, and seven to his left. Damien wasn’t sure what the significance of the asymmetry was, but he felt there was one. All his senses were tingling, telling him that this chamber was full of power.

Magic. They call it magic here, and they can control it in ways we can’t.

Even as he watched, figures materialized in the seats. Only one of them emerged from a side chamber and used the stairs to take her seat.

“Initiate Anna, you have summoned the Coven.”

The voice spoke without warning and came from everywhere all at once. It was an impressive trick, but Damien did little more than shift his attention from Anna to the assembled group in front of him. 

“Yes, Circe, I did,” Anna said, addressing the sole figure who had come in under their own power.

Damien frowned at the others. Were they actually present, he wondered, or was this more magic? They didn’t quite look real.

“Why?”

“I was out on patrol of the northern mountains today,” she began. “When I came across something most unusual. After further investigation, I knew that I must bring news of it to you, so that the Coven may be informed and make a decision. I am...I am out of my depth,” she admitted. “This is bigger than me.”

“Wise of you to seek help when you are unsure,” the same voice said, though this time it was more localized to the figure in attendance.

Circe, she’d call the woman in the robe, hood pulled far forward to hide her features. Damien didn’t know what that signified, but it seemed to be a title of respect. The leader of them all, perhaps.

“Thank you, Circe. May I continue?”

The figure gestured for her to go on. Damien didn’t pay much attention; after all, he’d been there, he’d lived through the events of the past few hours, and then some. He’d seen yet one more of his kin fall to the Infected, to the enemy they couldn’t even see. What more use did he have for listening to the story of Milon’s brave sacrifice yet again? All it would do is tear at his heart once more. 

He did look at the thirteen figures arrayed in front of him. All had on black robes with hoods that prevented him from seeing inside. Looking upon Circe, he tried to peer into the shadows, but even his dragon sight couldn’t penetrate them enough to give him more than a glimpse of her eyes.

As if she sensed what he was doing, Circe’s head turned slightly to focus on him, granting Damien another peek at twin orbs of golden light hidden deep within the recesses of her hood. He stared back, but without defiance or anger. A simple statement that he was aware of her gaze, and wasn’t going to back down, but neither was he trying to challenge her.

“You are not a creature of Earth. Nor are you of the Abyss,” Circe—the Circe, he wondered—said abruptly, interrupting Anna.

“No.” Damien didn’t offer more right away. What was the Abyss? Did these people have access to other worlds? Maybe they could help him find a way home to Dracia...

“You are no Faerie. No god. Not a ghost or a spirit. Neither demon nor angel, of that I am convinced,” Circe went on, her head shifting slightly under the hood as she studied him.

“I am Damien. I am Dracian.” He watched carefully but detected absolutely no sign of recognition at his name.

Circe leaned forward. “You are from another planet.”

“Yes. Dracia.”

Beside him, Anna remained silent but watchful. He could feel her eyes on him, and wanted to look over at her, to reassure her that it would be okay, but he didn’t. Now would be a bad time for that, he sensed. 

The Coven didn’t like what he was telling them. There wasn’t much body language for him to pick up on, but the little that the figures did move didn’t seem overly positive. 

How could he blame them, though? Here he was, a refugee from a destroyed planet come to their territory with tales of horror and an enemy that could not be stopped.

And he’d just so conveniently left the portal open behind him. It wasn’t like they would welcome that with open arms.

“What do you want from Earth?” Circe asked at long last.

“A home,” he said painfully. “Ours is gone. We are few in number, and just wish to survive. That is all.”

“And the enemy you have brought with you?”

“Dead,” he said, looking at Anna at long last. “The threat has been contained thanks to your...I believe you call her an Initiate? She ensured that any last remnants were taken care of.”

Anna shuddered at the memory and he reached up to squeeze her shoulder in support. That action seemed to elicit a response from some of the Coven members, at least three of whom shifted in their seats. Damien dropped his arm. Why did that bother them so much?

“You came here running from a war. A war you brought to our doorstep. And you expect us just to welcome you?”

Damien held his tongue, trying not to lash out at the callous abbreviation of a situation far more complex than that.

“We just wish to recover somewhere that we won’t be hunted. Where we won’t be forced to kill someone who the week before was a brother, mother, sister or uncle. A sense of security.” He swept his gaze across the Coven, feeling their judgment and shunting it aside. “We don’t expect handouts. We will work for it. You will find us strong and hardy, and with gifts that will aid you, I am sure.”

Circe folded her arms across her chest, leaning back in her chair.

“What makes you think we need your help? That we can afford to shelter you?”

“Then point us in a direction of those who can,” he countered. 

“Why shouldn’t we send you back?”

It was a fair question, and he wasn’t hurt by it.

“Because you can’t,” he said bluntly. “The way is nearly closed.”

“Yes, nearly. As Initiate Sturgis has indicated, that means it could be opened again. Is this true?”

He winced. “I don’t know,” he admitted. 

“Do any of your people know about this portal?”

“Maybe Rokh,” he said. “But he and the others have split up, moving deeper into the mountains. I don’t know where they went.”

The Coven fell silent at this. He saw heads turning this way and that, but no sound reached him.

“They’ve put up a sound barrier,” Anna whispered out of the corner of her mouth, sensing his confusion. “They want to talk without us hearing.”

“Oh. How do you think it’s going?” he asked, curious as to her thoughts. He thought Anna a wonderfully intelligent woman and found himself leaning on her for insight and feedback already. 

“Um. Hard to tell,” she said. “I really don’t know. They’re not the most communicative bunch with us lowly Initiates.”

Damien resolved to find out just what the hierarchy of Winterspell was as soon as he could. He suspected that Anna wasn’t as low-ranking as she made herself out to be, but rather that she suffered a bit of low self-esteem because of her lack of natural strength. It was something he wished she would realize was probably an asset, as it had sharpened her mind more than many of her peers.

Something about the language of the Coven told him they were done conversing. He stood up straight and faced Circe head on, waiting to hear their pronouncement.

“We will grant your people sanctuary.”

Damien sagged in relief, unable to hide his gratefulness.

“But,” the Circe said, raising one hand. The sleeve of the robe fell back to reveal a slim hand, dark olive skin ending at five perfectly manicured nails. 

Covering his surprise that it wasn’t an ancient crone under the hood, Damien nodded for her to continue.

“We will not give you free rein. We simply cannot at this point in time. Not until we know more about you. A section of the secondary tower will be turned over to your people. You will be confined to that and certain other areas and expected to obey other rules completely and thoroughly.”

Damien frowned. It wasn’t ideal, but what choice did he have?

“What are those rules?” he asked.

“No changing into your animal forms without advance notice. It wreaks havoc on our organization and distracts the students from their tasks.”

“Agreed,” he said, seeing no need to argue. “What else?”

“We understand you have powers. You will not use them on any students, witches or other guests.”

“Of course.”

“Finally, there will be no fraternizing between your kind and ours.”

Damien frowned.

“We note that most of you are men. In fact, we are unaware of any women with your party.”

“Some came through,” he said. “But our female population was decimated early in the war. Many who remained stayed behind after the loss of their young. It was...tough for them to imagine carrying on.”

“Even so,” Circe said forcefully, pausing briefly to indicate she understood his pain. “You will refrain from any actions with the members of Winterspell Academy. Is that understood?”

Damien thought it an arbitrary rule, unnecessary and confining. He wanted to rage against it, to tell them to go suck on a frost dragon’s icicle. His dragon was bellowing its anger inside.

Why am I so bothered by this? It’s easy to adhere to, a nothing rule, really. We’re here to survive, that’s all. Get your act together, Damien.

“Very well, I will make sure word gets around,” he said. “Thank you so much for your generosity. It means more than you can ever know.”

Circe nodded. “Just see that you repay it with proper manners, as must any of your other kin that make it here.”

“I will,” he promised.

The first step had been achieved. A place for his people to regroup. To rest and recover. Without the threat of imminent attack.

Perhaps his kind would survive after all.

“Master Loiner will show you to your quarters,” Circe said, gesturing past Damien to the doors. “Please leave us now. We must talk to Initiate Sturgis in private.”

Damien cast an apprehensive look at Anna. “Initiate Sturgis has done nothing wrong,” he protested. “If she is in trouble then I wish to stay at her side, to make sure it is understood that she only brought us here so that you could decide what to do with us.”

Circe waved a hand again. “We simply wish to question her some more. That is all. I am sure you must be tired after your journey and that your companions upstairs will be grateful to know they have found a place to rest.”

“Of course,” he said respectfully, recognizing a dismissal when he heard one.

It wouldn’t do to challenge the Coven after they’d just agreed to so generously help his people out.

Damien retreated from the Coven Chambers and found the same matronly woman who had harassed Anna upstairs waiting for him. She looked at him with clear disdain.

“This way,” she said unhappily, setting off immediately, not waiting for him to respond.

He followed along sourly, wondering why some of the people seemed to hate him already. Was this the sort of welcome his people were in for? Or would more of them be like Anna? Warm, welcoming, and more than a little intriguing...
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Chapter Eight
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Anna

“Initiate Sturgis.”

“Yes Circe,” she said obediently, wondering just what else they wanted to know from her. She’d told them the major parts of the story, though details had been left out. What did they still need to know?

“You have the most experience with these Dracians. What are your thoughts?”

She gaped at the open invitation to tell the entire Coven how she felt. 

How did she feel?

“Um, well I’ve only spent half a day around them,” she said slowly. “Though I’ve learned a lot about them in that time I think.”

“Are they telling the truth?”

She frowned. “I think so, Circe. I watched one of their young, barely able to use his powers, throw himself in front of certain death, just so that the children might escape. I watched as the others killed creatures that could have been their kin, but very obviously weren’t.” She shrugged.

“You believe that their entire world was truly taken over by this parasite, this virus? That it can reanimate the body, turn it against its own kind?” 

Anna noted that Circe sounded skeptical.

“I do,” she said. “I saw them with my own eyes. I burned three bodies myself to prevent it from having a chance to spread to Earth.” She steadied herself as an immense wave of sadness for the death of the brave young Dracian washed over her yet again. “Damien himself threw himself into harm’s way, taking the brunt of a blow that would have done significant harm to me, if not killed me. He didn’t hesitate.”

Circe seemed to take that part well.

“I’ve watched them talk, watched them speak about this enemy they’re fighting. Their body language is basically the same as ours. Just like their spoken language. I haven’t detected anything that would indicate to me that they’re lying.”

“Do you have any proof?”

“Other than the bodies after the fight, no, I don’t,” she admitted softly.

“So, can you or can you not confidently say that these are the good guys? That they will not attack us or cause harm to us?” Circe leaned forward as she spoke, imploring Anna to think her answer over carefully before speaking.

“I...no,” Anna replied heavily. “I cannot say it with absolute certainty. Not without knowing more, without knowing the other side of the story at least.” She hated to say it, but it was true. “I am fairly confident they are, but I cannot know for sure.”

“Fairly confident is not enough to risk the entirety of Winterspell Academy on, Initiate.”

“I know,” she said quietly, hating herself for agreeing. She knew, in her gut, that Damien was one of the good guys. But she couldn’t prove how she knew, not even to herself. “That’s why you confined them.”

“Yes. I noticed you seemed not a fan of that decision. I do not normally take time to explain our actions, but then again, not every day does one of our Initiates bring back a species from another planet.”

“I’ll try not to make a habit of it,” she said, then gasped, clamping a hand over her mouth. 

To her surprise, Circe laughed. “Please don’t.”

She nodded solemnly, determined not to speak out of turn again.

“We must speak more in private, Initiate,” Circe said. “Patrols must be organized to go out after the others, to bring them here, etc. If we have further questions, we shall summon you."

“Of course,” Anna said, bending at the waist respectfully before retreating from the Coven Chambers. Behind her the platinum doors swung closed.

I wonder if they’ll let me lead any of the patrols again, or if I’m to be grounded. 

She suspected it would be the latter, especially if Bowen or Loiner had anything to say about it. Rolling her eyes at their selfish and mean tactics Anna headed back up to the courtyard. It was unlikely Damien and his kin were still there, but perhaps they were moving slowly, and she would get a chance to see him again. To talk to him again.

There were so many questions she wanted to ask still. About his world.

About him.
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Chapter Nine
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Damien

“So, we’re to be prisoners,” Altair spat angrily as the door closed behind them.

Damien sighed. “Do you see shackles around our wrists or legs? Is the door locked from the outside?”

“No,” Altair agreed. “But we’re not allowed to leave. We have to stay within certain areas of their precious Academy. That certainly doesn’t sound like we’re guests to me.”

“Think, my brother,” Damien urged. They weren’t actually related, but sometimes it felt like it. “Put yourself in their shoes. They have no reason to trust us. They don’t know if we’re telling the truth. Yet they still agreed to give us a place to sleep. To feed us and keep the young ones warm.”

“Maybe. I still don’t like it.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Damien said with a sigh, rolling his eyes. Altair’s temper had always run hot, but it was an inferno at the moment, and he needed to deflect its focus to something else.

“How are you so okay with this?” Altair raged, coming to stand in front of him.

“Because the alternative is to go back to Dracia and die!” he shouted. “Which is not really an option at all, now is it? So, stop taking out your pain on me, my friend. We are all hurting, not just you. Think of the children. They have lost everything, and they’re too young to do anything about it. But you don’t hear them raging, do you? No, they’re fast asleep next door.”

Altair looked away, shamed at the reminder that fledglings—not even fledglings—were handling things better than he was.

“I am sorry for Milon’s loss,” Damien said. “If I had just been faster...”

“It’s not your fault. I shouldn’t have left their side. We should have walked together. The portal was right there. I wasn’t thinking,” Altair said, trying to shoulder the blame.

“Yet one more death in this war,” Damien said, flopping down into one of the plush lounge chairs in their room. It was surprisingly soft, and he sank in deep. “Maybe though, just maybe, it’s over, and we can begin to rebuild.”

“Maybe,” Altair agreed, but he didn’t mean it.

Both of them were thinking about the portal and what it meant that it hadn’t closed all the way.

“Any word on when Rane will join us?” Altair asked quietly after a moment.

“Nothing was told to me. But I would assume they will send more of their own out to see the portal for themselves. I don’t think they’ve encountered that sort of magic before.”

“Neither have we,” Altair pointed out. “I didn’t know that we were capable of it.”

“I still don’t know how they did it. But the important thing is, they did.”

Altair didn’t answer. The two dragons let the silence wash over them, reflecting upon their long journeys, on everything that had gotten them to this point. 

“What do we do now?” the younger dragon asked.

Damien frowned at his long-time friend. “How am I supposed to know? I’m not in charge.”

“Well, you kind of are,” Altair said. “The witches seem to think you are, and they dealt with you, not us. You’re older than either Rane or me. Logically then, you’re the one in charge.”

“You really don’t like me right now do you?” Damien groaned.

“And he tells me to stop whining,” Altair retorted.

Damien considered that, and his friend’s words. “I don’t know. I don’t really have a plan. This all happened so quickly, I haven’t had a chance to really think about it.”

“What’s there to think about?” Altair wanted to know. “They offered us a place to live for now. We took it. Prisoners or not, we needed it.”

“No, not that,” he said, waving that aside. “I mean bigger things. One of the others is bound to be found sooner or later. Rokh or someone who can take over. I’m not concerned about that.”

“Then what are you concerned about? Because something is bugging you.”

“It doesn’t bother you that they look exactly like us?” he said, looking over at Altair to judge his reaction.

“Bother? No, it doesn’t bother me. Surprise, yes. But so did the announcement that another world had been found and we were going to open a portal to it. Maybe we didn’t make the portal. Maybe our worlds are linked, and we just took that link. There are all sorts of explanations. What about this Abyss that they were talking about when they first landed? Could that be another planet again?”

Damien didn’t have an answer to that. “Maybe,” he said.

“Or perhaps we came from here a long time ago. Or they came from Dracia.”

“Wouldn’t we have records of that?” he countered.

“Depends how long ago.”

Damien glared helplessly at his friend.

“All I’m saying, Damien, is that we have bigger issues to worry about. This is, if anything, a blessing. It means our transition to this world will be easier than we ever imagined.”

Somehow, he doubted that anything about it was going to be easy, but Damien kept his worries to himself. There was no sense upsetting any of the others and having them worry about things that were out of their control.

There was a knock at the door, and a moment later the young came in, led by the oldest, who couldn’t be more than eleven. Damien started as he realized he didn’t even know the names of the children he’d brought to the Academy. Everything had happened so fast, and when he’d come through the portal, they had been the only ones left. They and Milon.

“What can we do for you?” he asked as one of the smallest ran forward, arms outstretched. 

Damien snagged him up in a hug, resting the six-year-old on his hip with casual ease. “What’s wrong, little guy?” he asked as the child buried its face in his shoulder.

“I want my mommy.”

Damien looked helplessly over the child’s shoulder at Altair. What was he supposed to say to that? Altair just shrugged helplessly. None of them knew what to do in this sort of situation.

“I know,” he said quietly. “I know.” He waited a few seconds. “Are you hungry?”

Nod.

“Okay, well, Altair here was just heading down to the kitchen. If you guys are good and quiet, then you can go with him while he finds some food, okay?”

Neither he nor the other dragon were remotely hungry, but Damien needed some time alone to think. If he was going to lead Rane, Altair and the children until someone else was found, he needed to formulate a plan. Come up with a schedule, to keep their days occupied. There was much schooling they would need to learn as well. If he could keep them busy, then hopefully their thoughts wouldn’t stray to home too often.

The child slipped from his arms and ran over to Altair, taking the big man’s hands.

“Food?” he asked hopefully. The others all perked up at the mention of eating as well.

Damien left him in charge and headed out into the hallway. He needed space, needed air, somewhere he could think. This was all too much for him, and it was wearing on his nerves, the stress tightening his muscles.

He wandered out into the hallway, eyes focused elsewhere, his feet guided by his subconscious as he went. In his mind he was back on Dracia. Back home, before everything started. Before he had to be in charge of anyone. An easier time.

The question he kept coming back to, as images of serene peaceful life in the major cities on Dracia was replaced with warfare—armies battling one another and the constant retreats as their numbers dropped further and further—was why.

Why had such strife come to his people?

Why hadn’t they acted faster?

Why did the little child have to lose his mother?

It ached at him, gnawed at his heart until he felt sick to his stomach. Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore, reaching out for the wall as all the events that had led up to this moment washed over him at once. His knees gave out and in a moment of weakness, he slid to the floor, his back against the wall, the cold stone a reminder of the losses just like everything else.

No tears came, but he sat there, knees pulled to his chest, arms crossed over top with his head buried in them for an unknown amount of time. 

Eventually, his breathing began to recover, returning to a steady pace. The pain was still there, but the immediacy of the moment was gone. The adrenaline that had kept him going for day after day in the twilight of his world’s life had finally faded. Now he was just...empty. There was nothing left.

You have to go on. For them. For the young.

Damien drew a long, shuddering breath.

“Damien?” A familiar voice called his name.

He lifted his head to see Anna standing not ten feet away.

“Anna?” He got to his feet. “What are you doing here? I didn’t think they’d allow you to see me.”

She frowned. “What do you mean, what am I doing here? What are you doing here?”

Damien looked around. 

The hallways were still stone, but they weren’t the same color as the ones where he’d been. The air was slightly thinner too. They were higher up. 

“Where am I?” he asked uneasily.
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Chapter Ten
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Anna

“Here is the middle of the Initiate dormitories,” she informed him, looking around uneasily. Another one of the senior level students could come along at any time and spy them. Any man would stand out like a sore thumb at Winterspell, but by now everyone knew who Damien was, and he wasn’t exactly inconspicuous. 

“What?” he looked around again, dazed.

“How did you get here?” she asked. “Didn’t anyone stop you?”

“I...I don’t really remember,” he admitted. “My mind was elsewhere. I have a lot going on.”

That was an understatement.

“Still,” she said. “You can’t be here. If we get caught, if you get caught, then we’re all in big trouble. I’m stunned nobody saw you come in.”

“They might have,” he said with a shrug. “I don’t remember anything. I just remember leaving my room and then...”

“Then what?” she asked when he trailed off, looking up at her.

“The sound of your voice,” he said, catching her gaze directly for a moment and holding it.

Anna chewed on her lip. What did he mean by that, she wondered? Was it her voice, or just any voice, that would have stirred him from his thoughts?

“Come on,” she said at last. “We need to get you out of here. You’re not allowed to be here. If someone saw a man in the living quarters...”

Damien nodded. “I understand. I’ll go.”

“No, you can’t just go on your own. Not now. If they saw you leaving, they’d think...” she trailed off, fighting back the blush in her face.

“What would they think?” he asked, very clearly not understanding the dynamics of the situation.

She shifted back and forth from one leg to the other quickly. “They’d think that you were leaving my quarters because they saw you arrive with me,” she said in a rush. “So, can we please leave?”

Damien looked at her. “You would be bothered by that rumor? You don’t like that idea.”

“It’s not that I don’t like it,” she said, then stopped as her brain caught up to her mouth. “I don’t know how I’d feel, but I likely would get in some trouble, and you would definitely get in trouble, and really I just brought a whole new race back to Winterspell. I’d rather fly under the radar for a little bit, if that’s okay?”

Damien nodded. “Right. Of course. Lead on.”

Wasting no time, Anna set off farther down the hallway, away from the direction she’d come.

“Is this how we get home?” he asked.

“No, it’s that way, technically.” She pointed in the other direction. “If you take the main hallways.”

“I gather we’re not doing that.”

“I’m not sure if you’ve noticed this,” she said, looking him up and down pointedly. “But you kind of stand out. It would be best if we took you back to your area in a more...shall we say, discrete, manner.”

Damien frowned. “You’re not going to turn me into something, are you?”

She laughed, shaking her head. “No. Nothing so crude.” They reached a blank slate of wall. 

“You want me to...do what?” he asked as she faced it. “Punch it?”

Anna rolled her eyes. “It’s not always about you,” she said, reaching out to press a stone, then another. She paused, then pressed a third stone.

The wall quietly slid down to reveal a passageway beyond.

“I love secret passageways,” Damien said excitedly, not hesitating to follow her inside. 

Anna pushed on another stone on the inside, and the door slid up behind them. Although they weren’t completely safe, she did breathe a little easier now they were in the passages.

“Are you okay?” she asked as they walked, keeping her voice low. The small corridors tended to carry voices farther than intended.

“I’m fine.”

“Are you? You wandered through the hallways far enough to go underground in your building, and then near to the top of mine. You were ten doors down from my room, Damien. Don’t try and tell me that’s coincidence.”

The big dragon jerked in surprise. “Was I really?”

“Yes.” She hesitated before asking her next question but knew that she had to put it out there. To know the answer. “Were you looking for me?”

“No,” he said, too quickly and calmly to be a lie. “Sorry to disappoint, but I didn’t even know you were nearby. I got caught up in reliving the past, asking myself what-ifs about every situation we’ve been in since the start, and then I was just...” he trailed off, shaking his head. “I’m good now. Thank you.”

“How are you settling in?”

He shrugged. “I left. I had to. The young, they...they were asking questions. Wanting things I couldn’t provide.”

The weight of his voice betrayed him. There was something heavy that had hit him hard, she could tell. He was uncharacteristically quiet and reserved. Something was bothering him badly, but she doubted he was going to tell her what it was.

The floor began to slope downward, spiraling in a wide circle as they descended. 

“There will be more of you soon,” she said, sensing despair closing in on him once more. “The Coven is organizing more patrols, sending out more teams to look for the others. To bring them in to safety.” She wanted to give him some good information, something to help improve his mood.

Damien snorted.

“What’s so funny about that?”

“Safety,” he said with mocking tone. “More like to keep us all in one convenient place if they decide we’re a threat after all.”

Anna stopped walking abruptly. Damien wasn’t ready and nearly bumped into her. She turned and stabbed a finger into his chest. “Do not stand there and pretend like you don’t know why the Coven is doing that. Or that your people wouldn’t do something very similar if this had happened in reverse. The arrogance doesn’t suit you.”

Damien rocked backward. “Sorry,” he said, subdued by her outburst. “I wasn’t really thinking. I know it’s not your fault. You didn’t deserve that.”

“No, I didn’t,” she agreed, starting to walk again. “Remember that. I could have ordered the patrol to blast you into oblivion like some of them wanted to. Instead, I brought you back here. I am not your enemy, Damien. You’d best remember that.”

“I will do better in the future,” he said, properly chastised now and acting like it.

“Besides,” she said, giving him a bone. “The Coven are generally good people. They can be a bit stuffy about rules and the like, but they aren’t assholes. I can’t see them doing anything to harm you or your people unless you give them reason to. If for no other reason than having you as allies makes them more powerful than their peers.”

Damien made a questioning noise. “Peers? What do you mean? I thought they were the rulers.”

“Of Winterspell, yes,” she said, remembering that he didn’t know anything about her world. “But Winterspell is just one of the magic schools around the world. There are others, some that are much, much older. The Covens that rule them have more power over the others through prestige, size of their schools, bloodlines. You name it. Winterspell is near the bottom of the totem pole, so to speak.”

“You mean it’s not that powerful.”

“Not in the grand scheme, no,” she agreed. “But if all of a sudden, we’re the only ones with dragon shifters as allies, then that would change the power dynamics a lot. Or so I assume.”

Damien was silent for a bit as they walked, the air growing cooler. They were well beneath the surface at this point, and after a bit of hesitation, Anna took them down a side hallway that she hoped would bring them up into the building currently housing the dragons. It had been a long time since she’d explored these parts of the tunnels and passageways that wound throughout the buildings, concealed from regular comers and goers.

“Can I ask you a question?” Damien said at last.

“Sure.”

“What does the Coven want us to be allies with them...against?” Damien sounded concerned, and more than a little suspicious.

“In our main purpose of existing of course.” She smiled, feeling like a teacher. “Winterspell isn’t up in the mountains for no reason. We’re here because the border between our world and the Abyss is thinnest here. Winterspell and its sister schools are all positioned like this, where the boundaries are easiest to fray, and where the creatures of the Abyss come forth easiest.”

“I see,” Damien said. “You...fight, these things?”

“Yes. To send them back to their home plane, the Abyss. All sorts of creatures. From goblins and trolls, orcs, ogres and vampires. To the faeries and all manner of magical beings. If there are legends about them, then they exist in the Abyss. From time to time they grow more powerful, or the borders weaken, and they emerge into our world. It’s the job of any Winterspellian to send them back before they get out among the rest of humanity.”

“That’s very brave of you,” he observed. “Have you fought any?”

“Not really,” she admitted. “I was part of a group on patrol two years ago on who came across a minor faery. I didn’t even get to cast a spell before the others attacked and sent it packing. That’s about all the combat I’ve seen. Until today, I guess,” she said quietly, remembering the fight at the portal.

“So, you’re not hiding away up here then?” he inquired. “But you’re here for a purpose?”

Anna shrugged helplessly. “No, I guess it’s a bit of both really.”

“So, your people aren’t aware of what you can do?”

“Absolutely not,” she said, looking over her shoulder, wide-eyed. “Can you imagine what they would do if they found out we could use magic? They would hunt us down... experiment on us. It would be horrible. No, it’s just easier to hide from those who don’t understand us, who don’t understand what we can do.”

Damien’s hand patted her shoulder gently. “I’m sorry,” he said tentatively. “Nobody should have to hide, especially when they have gifts as wonderful as yours.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you think so, Damien.”

Halting, she pointed at a blank slate of wall and reached out to hover her hand over one stone in particular. “This will take you to your building. I’m not sure if it’s in your section or not. I’ve not come this way in years, but it’s far better than where I found you.”

Damien winced, but he also smiled widely. “Now I know where to find you, I suppose.”

“Why would you want to do that?” she asked, confused.

“You’re the only person I know here,” he said. “Sometimes it’s nice to talk to a familiar face. Especially one so...pretty.”

Anna’s throat clenched tight. What was she supposed to say to that? How should she respond? 

Damien then swept forward and lifted her up into a hug. Anna instinctively put her arms around him as well, feeling his muscles under his clothing. Her feet cleared the floor and she felt herself break out in goosebumps.

Nobody would ever dare accuse Anna of being small, and she’d never really experienced such sheer masculine power as this. In Damien’s arms she felt small and, dare she say it, dainty. He just held her there as if she was nothing, and it was truly something else. 

But the best part of all was the feeling of safety that washed over her. A secureness in the knowledge that with him, she was protected. That the strength would never be used against her, but only to keep her safe.

“Thank you for everything you’ve done for me and my people,” Damien whispered into her ear.

She could hear the emotions in his voice, a cascade of feelings she somehow knew wasn’t in his nature to naturally share. 

Then he set her down, pressing the stone she’d indicated on the wall. A section of stone began to slide noiselessly downward, revealing the hallway beyond. Damien flashed her one last smile and prepared to step out.

“Wait,” she said at the last minute, reaching out to grab his arm. 

“Yes?”

Anna bit her lip. What was she doing? Was she really planning to go through with this?

“Meet here tomorrow evening. Eleven.”

Then she stepped back as the hidden doorway slid closed. She stared at the blank wall for a long time before turning away, heading back the route she’d come.

What had come over her there at the end, telling Damien to come meet her again? A secret rendezvous? What was she, a sixteen-year-old city-girl sneaking out to meet her crush?

You’re just asking for trouble, Anna. Remember that.
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Chapter Eleven
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Damien

The next day brought Damien some hope.

He woke in the morning to the sound of children playing, and laughter outside his door. Popping his head out, he saw the younglings running up and down the hallway being chased by a student in the typical Winterspell garb, including cloak and shin-high black boots.

The shrieking giggles and innocent noises echoed up and down the hallway, bringing a warmth to his heart that he’d been sorely missing. Damien grinned and waved at the student to carry on after she paused upon seeing him. 

Thank you, Anna, he thought to himself, grateful for the support the woman had shown to him and his people. They were fed, sheltered, and the children were playing. For the moment, there was little more to ask for than that.

Plus, he was going to get to see Anna later that night.

Her offer to meet up with him again in secret had struck Damien by surprise. But after how wonderful and warm she’d felt in his arms when he’d spontaneously hugged her goodbye, he wasn’t going to complain. There was something about this woman that had called to his dragon since the start and was now starting to make itself known to the rest of Damien.

“Excuse me, sir?”

Blinking rapidly, he realized that the student was no longer chasing the children around, but was now instead facing him, her face excited, happy even.

“Sorry,” he muttered by way of apology. “Was just lost in thought. What can I do for you?”

The children, he noted, were standing off to the side, bouncing up and down. What was with the excitement?

“I just thought you should know that I saw them coming in just now.”

Damien stared blankly.

“Through the window?” the student said, pointing behind her. “Over there.”

He walked over to take a look. Down below in the main courtyard was a sight for sore eyes. Just viewing it lifted his shoulders, alleviating some of the stress that he’d begun to pile upon himself as decisions loomed.

“Rokh,” he said quietly, watching the giant red dragon join one of his slightly smaller kin who had already landed.

There was no mistaking the massive red fire dragon. If the size alone didn’t give him away, the pair of horns jutting from the crown of his skull would do the trick. Rokh was the only fire dragon Damien knew of who had one snapped off halfway to the top, courtesy of a brutal fight with an Infected in the closing days of the war.

“I was going to let the children go down to say hello, if you thought that a good idea?”

Damien frowned. He wasn’t sure when the students of Winterspell had stepped in as caretakers to the dragon children, and he still didn’t know how he felt about it. They barely knew one another, and the remaining young were the best chance his race had to continue its existence. To trust their safety and wellbeing to these humans seemed risky.

“Not yet,” he said tersely, realizing that whether or not he approved of that, having them stay in the tower was infinitely better at the moment. “Things are bound to be...tense. Please, keep them occupied up here.”

The student nodded, but she couldn’t conceal the confused expression on her face. Unfortunately for her, however, Damien didn’t have the time to explain everything to her. He had to get to the courtyard, and fast. Before things went sideways. Rokh wasn’t exactly the most patient of dragons.

Racing through the hallway, he slowed only slightly as both Altair and Rane peaked out of their respective rooms. “Come on, hurry!” he shouted, waving at them to join him.

The storm dragons didn’t hesitate. They took off after him, the trio pounding along the stone, down stairways and out into the open air. Normally, Damien would spend some time simply appreciating the flow of air over his face or the beat of the sun’s rays, but he could tell there was no time to dawdle. Things were already on edge.

The two red dragons were both looking around left and right as crowds gathered, stamping their feet uneasily. A quartet of witches—a new term Damien had learned that the magic users preferred to be called—was busy shouting at them, haranguing the dragons and trying to get them to do something.

Smoke curled up around Rokh’s nostrils. Not a good sign.

“Rokh!” Damien shouted, trying to distract everyone, to pull the attention onto himself. “Rokh is that you?”

Big mistake.

The giant red dragon reared up, wings spread wide. “What is this? Have you already imprisoned one of my people? You will let him go already, or I will burn this entire place down around you!”

“I would like to see you try that,” one of the witches snapped, brandishing a little wooden stick at the mighty dragon. “You might not wish you had.”

Damien skidded to a halt. What the hell was going on here? “Rokh. It’s me. Damien. I’m not a prisoner. These witches have agreed to give us sanctuary. We aren’t enemies.”

The big red lowered himself back to all fours. “That’s what they said,” he rumbled, pointing with a wingtip to the sky.

Craning his neck, Damien spied more of his people in the air. A handful more dragons, with figures on their backs.

“But when I landed, this one here began snapping orders at me. Telling me to do this, to do that, and that there’d be trouble if I did not obey her orders.”

Damien sighed as he recognized Master Loiner as the witch in question. A quick glance confirmed his suspicion that Initiate Bowen was one of the others in the quartet.

“Master Loiner?” he inquired, trying desperately to keep the situation calm.

“He is to return to his human form at once! All of you are confined to levels five through seven and are not to leave without express permission. Did the Coven grant you permission to come down here?” the master snapped.

“I’m pretty positive we were never barred from going outside, Master Loiner,” he said calmly. “Nor are we not allowed to go elsewhere. Given, for instance, that the kitchens are on the second floor. Are we to starve then?”

Master Loiner trembled with fury, but she couldn’t refute his point and they both knew it. “Get him inside. He is causing a nuisance!” She waved her wand at Rokh.

“A nuisance?” the massive dragon rumbled, crimson scales glittering in the sunlight. “I’ll show you a nuisance.”

“Rokh.” Damien’s voice cracked across the courtyard. He’d never spoken to the mighty red like that before, but he wasn’t going to let the thin-tempered flame dragon ruin the peaceful accords he’d luckily managed to establish for them here.

“Oh, very well.” 

Smoke billowed and the dragon shrank. When it cleared, Rokh was standing there.

Ah shit.

He was also very naked.

“Excuse me!” Master Loiner shrieked and waved her wand at Rokh. 

Magic spat from the tip before any of the dragons could react. A glob of black draped itself over Rokh’s body from shoulders to feet, obscuring his nudity from sight.

“This is a place of study, not a harlot house. I will not have such displays of vulgarity here. I will not!”

Damien thought about asking when it was that she’d become the one in charge but refrained from going down that particular path just yet.

“What is wrong with her?” Rokh asked, looking down at himself, trying to peel the magic away. His fingers kept sliding through the material, unable to grasp it. Which, given that it was a spell, not real clothing, made perfect sense. “What is this?”

“It’s called magic,” Damien said. “They have powers similar to us. Like how they ride the winds the way I can. But they have more. They aren’t locked to an element.”

Rokh lifted an eyebrow. “Fascinating.”

“Indeed. There is a lot about them that is...fascinating,” Damien agreed, trying hard to hide his smile as he thought of Anna. “And I promise you, most of them are not like this one.”

“Really? Because I’m not getting a lot of welcoming feelings from the others,” Rokh said under his breath. “What kind of place is this that you’ve found, Damien?”

“That’s a very good question,” he answered. “Let’s get everyone inside.”

By now, a line of witches had formed, making a cordon of the part of the courtyard designated the landing zone. As Rokh had said, none of them looked like they were feeling particularly inviting toward the next group of dragons. Damien glanced around him at the lines. Only the way back to their building was free. 

“Did they not tell you that clothing would be necessary upon shifting?” he asked, deciding to just go without issue.

Rokh shook his head. “No. They just said you were with them, and that they would show us where to go.”

“You trusted them.” Damien was surprised by that. Rokh didn’t strike him as the sort to trust someone without good reason.

“I asked enough questions to ensure they were telling the truth,” Rokh said quietly. “Besides, the young needed out of the storm. The cold was getting to most of them despite our efforts. There was no food, nothing.”

“I know,” Damien said, hearing the same feeling of helplessness in Rokh’s voice as he’d heard in his own. “I know.”

He spied Anna in the back behind the front row of witches, pacing them as they walked. She didn’t look happy about anything either, her normally happy features pulled tight. There was almost a sadness in her eyes.

She must not like the way the dragons were being treated by some of her comrades either. The most unfortunate part of it all was that Damien had no idea just what he was going to do about it. What any of them were going to do about it. For now, they just needed time. Time for the witches to get used to the presence of the dragons, and for the dragons to show that they were friends, not enemies, of the witches.

I just hope they give us enough time to do that before something goes wrong.
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Chapter Twelve
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Anna

She approached the blank slate of wall, her footsteps slowing rapidly until they barely moved, each step forward a struggle, as if she was walking through thick mud, the sludge hauling at her heel with every stride.

It had been so easy to get down here that she’d almost had a skip in her step when she’d set off. Now though, trepidation and worry had set in, and she didn’t know if she could go any closer. 

What’s the matter with you? You suggested this meeting! It was your blasted idea, and now you’re getting second thoughts?

Was it second thoughts she was having, or just nervous anticipation of what would come of such a secret meeting? Anna hadn’t really had a plan in mind when she’d asked Damien to meet her, and she still didn’t. 

Would he have a plan? What would it consist of? What did she expect to gain from seeing him like this? Truthfully, she had no idea, because she barely knew Damien!

Isn’t that the point of meeting him like this? To get to know him more, outside of the confines that the Coven has put on him interacting with you and the others? 

Despite all her doubts, insecurities and worries, Anna felt an overriding sense of need to open the wall panel, to once again look upon Damien’s face, to see the clean-shaven lines of his jaw as he smiled. To look into those ultra-wild-blue eyes of his and watch them dance with laughter. It was a pull she couldn’t ignore.

Reaching up, she pushed the stone inward, letting the secret door slide open. Her face was a wide grin as she waited for it to clear past her eye level, so that she could see him. Just him. No others, none of the tension that had inhabited the landing field earlier. Just him, and her.

But the door slid down, and there was no Damien.

Cautiously, she leaned forward, peering out into the hallway beyond. It too was empty.

“Damien?” she hissed, terrified of how loud her voice sounded. But maybe he’d forgotten the exact spot of wall and was lost nearby.

She didn’t want to call any louder. If someone else happened by and found her, Anna would have a lot of explaining to do. Discretion was necessary.

After several minutes of waiting, she was forced to retreat as footsteps sounded down the hallway, far too light to be him. The stone wall slid into place without a whisper, and the person, whoever it was, walked on past without so much as a blink.

Where was Damien though? Could he have forgotten? Maybe he was just delayed.

She waited patiently for a knock, a thud on the stone that would signify someone was outside hoping to be let in, but it never came. Ten full minutes passed since he was supposed to be there, and Anna’s faith was gone.

He wasn’t coming.

Why isn’t he here?

Had he perhaps taken her presence on the field earlier to mean that she sided with Master Loiner and those who disliked the dragon presence at Winterspell? She’d tried to tell him with her expression that she disagreed but making it too obvious would have had her noticed by the others. Maybe Damien had thought she was disagreeing with him, with the idea of bringing more dragons to the Academy?

She slumped back against the wall, furiously trying to puzzle out just why he wouldn’t make their rendezvous when she heard a faint noise. Frowning, she listened harder. It sounded like...like a thump. Like a fist would make on stone.

Nervously, she reached out and pushed the stone to open the door yet again. It slid down silently to reveal a familiar set of eyes, then the same full lips and mouth she’d hoped to see the first time around.

“Damien!” she hissed as he hurriedly stepped inside, waiting as the door slid closed behind him. “Where have you been?”

“I’m so sorry,” he apologized, sweeping her up into a hug. Though he didn’t lift her from the floor this time, she was no less excited to feel his arms around her. “I didn’t mean to be late.”

“What happened?” she asked, squeezing his shoulders tight, enjoying the closeness more than she’d anticipated. It felt...good, to be near him. In a way she still didn’t quite understand. But neither did she fear it.

“Rokh is a bit temperamental,” Damien explained. “I’ve had to calm him down a number of times today every time he discovered a new rule put in place. This latest one was...yeah, anyway. I’m very sorry, but it wasn’t because I didn’t want to be here.”

“It’s okay,” she said, waving it off. “I figured something had held you up. So, I waited a bit.”

It was a lie, but she didn’t want him to know how close she’d been to leaving, assuming that he didn’t want to see her.

“Thank you for that. I could...I could use this, after today,” Damien said, letting one arm linger around her as he stepped away.

Anna found herself feeling somewhat sad as it eventually slipped off her shoulder as the two separated. A longing for physical contact nearly had her reaching out to grab his hand, but she quickly nixed that idea. That was taking things a bit too far for her comfort.

“Was it really that bad? You can talk to me about it,” she offered. “Maybe I can try to work on things from my end, find a way to help mitigate Loiner and her followers.”

“She’s got a lot, hasn’t she?” Damien muttered angrily.

“Yes, she does,” Anna agreed. “But she’s one of the most senior non-Coven members in Winterspell, so it’s to be expected, I suppose. People naturally gravitate toward those with power, and Loiner has a lot of it.”

“She’s a bitch.”

Anna snorted while trying to suppress a laugh, which only made her laugh more while trying to hold it in, and so she snorted several times in succession. It was the most embarrassing moment she could recall from her recent memory, and she stood upright, appalled at herself.

But Damien wasn’t looking at her with disgust. He was too busy shaking with laughter himself. “Are you okay?” he asked through the chuckles.

“I’m fine,” she said, actively fighting the tugging at her lips. “I promise.”

“Okay,” he said. “That was too cute.”

Cute? How the hell was that cute? Anna was positive he was going to say something else, anything else, but cute? She’d not expected that. 

“Anyway,” he continued, sparing her the need to talk while she recovered some of her dignity. “I’d really rather talk about something else. Something happier, if that’s okay with you?”

Anna shrugged, then nodded as she realized that wasn’t an answer. Get yourself together. Maintain some composure, he’s just a man! “Sure. Like what?”

“How about you?”

There was the slightest of hesitations before he spoke the last word, so tiny Anna thought she was imagining it. 

Was Damien nervous too? That seemed...improbable. But she didn’t know either way. There was so much about him she didn’t know.

“What about me?” she found herself asking. How am I a happier topic?

“I don’t know much about you really. Or this place, to be honest,” he said, gesturing at the walls as they wandered the secret passages of Winterspell.

“About me,” she echoed. “Um, I don’t know. Can you be more specific? I’m not used to talking about myself. What would interest you to know?”

“Well, how about your past? Who are you, what part of this world do you come from? Or what drives you? You’ve said that you don’t have the natural power that many of these witches do, but yet you’re ultra-driven, it seems. What’s the story behind that?”

“Oh, my,” she said, laughing nervously. “Getting right to the deep stuff, are we? I thought you were going to ask me something easy. Like what’s my middle name or something.” She laughed again, trying to stall to come up with answers.

“Middle...name?” Damien said.

“Yeah. You know, between your first and last. Hey, speaking of which, I don’t even know your last name! So come on, spill!” she said, smacking him playfully in the arm.

“My name is Damien. I am of the Storm clan.”

Anna slowed, turning to face him head on. “That’s it? Damien Storm?”

“No. Just Damien.” He looked confused.

“No other name?”

“Why would I need another name?” he asked, unsure of things.

“Well, because. It helps make you unique. What do you do when you meet another Damien?”

The big man frowned. “But I am Damien.”

Anna buried her face in her hands, a half-stifled groan escaping. “There are no other Damiens on your planet? You are the only one?”

“I don’t know. I’d not met everyone before...before.”

Shit. So much for happy subjects. Come on, Anna, get your mind together!

“Sorry,” she said, reaching out to squeeze that same arm. Her fingers lingered around his bicep, feeling the muscle, feeling him for several seconds before she dropped her hand to her side. “I wasn’t thinking. Um, well, the reason we have two names here, is because there is another Anna here at Winterspell. There are many, many more Annas out in the world. So, having a last name—mine is Sturgis, yes almost like the fish. Don’t make the joke, I’ve heard it a million times—helps to differentiate us from one another.”

Damien was nodding along, though he’d looked blank at her mention of the fish, but he seemed to understand. “How many people are on your planet?” he asked calmly.

“I’m not sure exactly,” she said. “I don’t know if anyone knows. But I believe it’s near seven and a half billion.”

The huge man gaped in shock. “Seven and a half, billion,” he echoed. “Yes, I can see why names would be reused. That is a lot of people.”

“We know,” she said quietly. “Too many, really.”

“Anna Sturgis,” Damien said, getting back on topic. “What is your middle name then?”

“Elizabeth.”

“And why a middle name? What does this purpose serve?”

“Again, it helps to differentiate us. While my last name isn’t popular, there are many people who do have the same first and last name. This is another way of keeping them separate, I guess.”

“Right.” He fell silent. “I have so much to learn.”

Anna laughed lightly, leaning against him, trying to reassure him. “It’s okay. We have time. I’ll bring you up to speed on everything. As similar as we are, it appears we have quite a few differences as well.”

“Indeed.” He sounded thoughtful. “I like talking to you, Anna Elizabeth Sturgis.”

The way her name rolled off his lips sent a shiver down her spine, bringing up goosebumps after it. It sounded nice. Very nice.

“I like talking to you too, Damien of the Storm clan.”

And looking at you isn’t so bad either, she thought to herself, craning her neck up to gaze at him once more, this time letting her eyes linger. Every time she did that, it was harder and harder to tear her gaze away. 

This is going to be trouble for you if you aren’t careful.

Anna knew that. The thing was, she wasn’t sure she cared any longer.

She opened her mouth to say something else, but it clamped shut as a distant sound reached them. Damien’s head whipped down to look at hers, and she saw the worry there.

“You heard that too,” she said. “What was it?”

It came again, along with a slight tremor in the earth.

“Whatever it was, it wasn’t good,” Damien said. “Come on, we need to go. Where’s the nearest way to the surface?”

Anna spun around, getting her bearings, trying to think. Although she had made considerable use of the passages over the years, like any student who discovered them, she hadn’t memorized much of this area.

“Over here!” she called, making a decision. It may not be the closest, but it was one she knew, and so they didn’t have to delay any longer.

The two of them took off, as around them the walls shook again.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Damien

He tapped impatiently, waiting as the door slid open, retracting into the ground. Whether it was as silent as the others or not he didn’t know, because the instant it opened, he heard angry roaring followed by a familiar bellow of rage.

“You have got to be joking!” he snapped, diving through the opening, not waiting for it to open all the way.

“What are you talking about?” Anna called from behind as she hopped over the last of the door and came after him, her short legs unable to keep up, dropping her farther and farther behind.

Damien didn’t answer though. He didn’t need to. They rounded the corner just in time to see a tremendous column of flame sweep skyward.

“Damien. What’s going on?” Anna asked as the red-orange glow cast wild shadows across the courtyard and buildings around them.

“I’m not entirely sure what is going on, but I certainly know who is at that center of it,” he raged, stomping out into the main courtyard. “The question I need to know, is why.”

In front of him, Rokh stood with several of the other newcomer dragons who had arrived with him that day. All of them were angry and ready to fight.

Arrayed against them were, to no one’s surprise, Master Loiner and a number of her followers. 

“What the hell is going on here?” Damien roared, entering the circle from off to one side, turning it into more of a triangle. 

“Get back to your rooms!” Master Loiner shouted.

Rokh rumbled and fire appeared in his hands once more.

“What the hell is going on?” Damien repeated now that he was closer, his angry gaze flicking back and forth between the two sides. He was pissed, and lightning flickered between his fingers, a warning sign for any who knew him.

The other dragons, two flame dragons and a member of the Jade clan backed off, not eager to fight one of their own.

“We’re going out to find them!” Rokh bellowed.

“You will do no such thing!” Master Loiner called back. “Return to your quarters at once or face the consequences!”

Damien was getting really tired of this, and it hadn’t even been an entire day.

“Rokh? What are you trying to do?” he asked calmly, putting himself directly in front of the flame dragon.

“We’re going out looking for the others,” he said. “To find the rest of our people. They’re out there, Damien, and they need us.”

“The witches have patrols out non-stop, Rokh. They are looking for them.”

“They don’t know how to find them.”

Damien rolled his eyes. “They found you, didn’t they? This is their land, Rokh, they know these mountains better than any of us. Don’t try to tell me otherwise.”

The flame dragon glared at him. “You side with them?”

Steeling himself, Damien stood up tall, forcing himself to confront the angry flame dragon. He had to tilt his head back ever so slightly to meet Rokh’s eyes, but he didn’t let that deter him.

“I side with peace. Like I said, most of the witches here are good people, who welcome us. You saw that in the ones who are helping look after the young, who feed us and clothe us. This one and her sycophants dislike us, yes. But they can’t do anything unless you provoke them. Like now.”

“I will not be chained to my quarters like a prisoner in a cage!” Rokh rumbled, his eyes glowing dangerously.

“We are not on Dracia anymore, Rokh,” Damien ground out. “This is not our planet. We are in their territory, and we stay here at their mercy. We need to respect that. Just like we would expect the same from them if they had come to Dracia.”

“If they had come to Dracia, we would have eliminated them for their insolence,” Rokh snarled.

Damien blinked. “Did you...did you really just say that? While you’re out here, breaking the very lenient rules that they asked us to follow in return for shelter? You call them insolent, while being the very definition of it yourself?”

Rokh’s glare intensified, but he couldn’t argue Damien’s point. Instead, he just stood there, smoldering intensely, with no one to direct his anger at.

“This is her fault!” he snapped, pointing a finger at Master Loiner. “All we want to do is go find our kin, but she insists we are not allowed to leave.”

“You are not! You are to get back to your quarters now. Or I will make you.”

“Fuck me,” Damien moaned a moment before flame billowed out at the mages as Rokh launched an attack.

Loiner gestured with her wand and something invisible blocked the flames, sending them roaring skyward yet again. Damien didn’t know how many people were watching the ongoing theatrics, but in his opinion, it was too many. But he didn’t have a choice on what to do next. He had to end this, now.

His fist flashed out and he cold-cocked Rokh right in the temple. The flame went out and the fire dragon crumpled to the ground. Damien caught him before he hit, and lowered Rokh gently to the stone of the courtyard.

“Take him back to his quarters, and make sure he stays there. Got it?” he snapped at the other dragons. They nodded abruptly and scooped up Rokh’s body, heading back inside.

“The Coven will hear about this!” Master Loiner snapped as Damien came closer.

Lightning flickered in his hands once more, and high above, the skies rumbled ominously.

“Don’t threaten my people,” Damien said quietly. “I won’t always be there to protect you.”

“Protect me?” Loiner laughed. “What makes you think I need protecting?”

Damien snapped his fingers.

A bolt of lightning shot down from the heavens into the stone less than two feet from Loiner’s side. The witch recoiled as the shockwave hit her, and Damien could see he’d shaken the woman.

“Rokh was toying with you back there,” he rumbled. “He’s got a temper, but he can be managed if you treat him like a person instead of shouting orders at him. We’re not prisoners here, your own Coven said that. Don’t make me go to them about you,” he said. “I guarantee they wouldn’t like that.”

He could see Loiner shaking with fury, wanting little more than to unleash her attack on him, but everything Damien had said was true, and the woman knew it. 

Not that he expected it to stop her from trying to provoke Rokh again. She wanted an excuse, any excuse, to evict the dragons or to kill them. Damien wasn’t sure which.

The witches were filing away now, the courtyard emptying quickly once it became clear the confrontation was over. Soon, only a handful remained.

“Don’t ever threaten me like that again,” Master Loiner hissed at him. “You won’t like the consequences.”

Damien smiled grimly. “Neither will you. Trust me.”

Then he turned his back and headed off toward the dragons’ area. Rokh would be coming around soon and would need someone to take his rage out on. If Damien wasn’t there, he was positive Rokh would find a way to blame everything on the witches again.

He saw Anna waiting off to one side, peering around the corner of a building. 

I’m sorry, he mouthed at her, shrugging his shoulders helplessly.

She understood, however, a tiny smile of sympathy blossoming on her face. Then she tapped her watch and made a circle with the same hand, before pointing it at him and her again.

Meet same time tomorrow.

At least, that was how Damien interpreted it. He nodded gratefully, mouthing thank you, at her, and hoping she understood. Then he put his head down and set off, wondering just how badly Rokh was going to take this.

And how badly am I going to pay for it?
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Chapter Fourteen
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Anna

“So, how is your preparation coming for the test?”

Anna shrugged, her mind elsewhere. “Not bad, I guess,” she replied, her usual answer to school-related activities.

Genna and Courtney rolled their eyes, her two best friends knowing her better than that.

“Not bad, she says,” Genna groaned. “That means she’s ready to ace it.”

“That’s probably where you’ve been the past few nights, isn’t it? Studying hard, trying to get a leg up on the rest of us?”

“Maybe,” Anna said with a laugh, glad for the ready-made excuse as to her whereabouts.

The truth was that she’d been spending them with Damien. To her surprise, he’d returned the following night, and the night after. The two of them had walked the hallways for hours, talking about each other, about their people, and most importantly, about Winterspell and beyond it, Earth. 

There was a lot that Damien and his people needed to learn about the planet if they were to make it their own home, and Anna was more than happy to help him learn. He was an eager student and absorbed all her lessons about advanced technology with ease.

It turned out that, despite the similarities in their languages and appearance, the two planets had followed a different developmental track. Dracia had never had the industrial revolution. But because of their ability to travel long distances with ease in their animal form, they had unified themselves easily anyway. Travel wasn’t a big deal, and the dragon forms could haul huge loads without much stress. 

The result had been a civilization that developed without the need for powered aid. The strength of the dragons was enormous, easily several times more than that of the strongest humans. Anna had marveled at the stories of buildings going up in days, constructed of stone and glass, or simply created from the earth itself by the Onyx dragons, masters of stone and earth.

She wished she could have seen it.

“How long did the ward charm take you to make, by the way?” Courtney asked the two of them. “I spent a solid nine hours to get it to work.”

Anna felt panic bubble up inside her at the mention of their project, one of the last things they had to do before taking the Apprentice level test. She’d totally forgotten about it! Her nights had been so busy with hanging out with Damien it had completely slipped her mind. 

“About ten for me,” Genna agreed, extending her wrist and shaking it slightly until a bracelet slid free. It was composed of a loop of chain, with dozens of tiny little silver shields attached to it. “Tada.”

“Ooo, nice!” Courtney said, pulling a pendant out from under her shirt where it hung down from her neck. A pair of crossed arms hung from the bottom of it, a universal blocking sign. 

“Pretty,” Genna said, turning the green symbol over in her hand. “Let’s see yours, Anna. You always have the neatest designs! How long did it take you?”

Anna went numb. “Uh, I didn’t do it.”

The two other Initiates looked at her. Genna was the older, and it was she who spoke. “What do you mean you didn’t do it? Anna, you never forget to do something.”

“It just happened, okay?” she said uncomfortably, pulling her hands tight around her chest in a protective manner. “I forgot.”

“Is everything okay?” Courtney wanted to know. “If something’s wrong, Anna, we can help you. We’re your friends, you can trust us.”

“I know I can. I know that,” she said, looking them both in the eye gratefully. Anna didn’t have a lot of friends at Winterspell. Many of the students judged her negatively for how hard she studied and worked to gain the power that she did have. They said it made them look bad. Privately, Anna thought their own lack of work ethic was what made them look bad, but she couldn’t tell them that to their faces.

Courtney and Genna, though, were much like her, though they had more natural latent talent. Still, they all liked to study the books, and their friendship had formed over many days spent in the Grand Library together, until they’d become close friends outside it as well.

“Trust me,” she said, giving them her best smile. “Everything is fine. I’ll be okay.”

Her two friends exchanged worried glances, and Anna thought they were going to push her for more information, to tell them exactly what it was that had caused her to “forget” to do a project. A project that had major ramifications when it came to their Apprenticeship test. A test the three of them had been working toward for a decade now, ever since becoming Initiates together.

“If you’re sure,” Genna said uncomfortably. “But Master Proche is going to be upset with you.”

“Yeah,” Anna agreed. “I’ll deal with it though. It’s my first time missing something or being late. She’ll give me a bit of leniency.” I hope.

The others nodded, but their body language said the same thing. They doubted it.

There were only ten Initiates in the Ward’s class taught by Master Proche, and the three girls were the first ones there, as always. Anna hung back while Courtney and Genna showed off their finished product, and then demonstrated that the devices worked.

Wards were defensive magic, designed to protect something. Usually, it was an object, such as a dwelling or place of importance to a witch. For instance, Winterspell was surrounded by overlapping wards that would make a magical assault on the Academy a nightmare for anyone who tried.

The items the women had designed were smaller, portable versions of that, designed to defend their person from magical attacks. One at a time, Master Proche cast a spell at them, and the wards turned it aside.

“Very good work, ladies,” the Senior-level Master said, clapping her hands politely. “Anna, you’re next. Let’s see what you did this time.” Proche smiled broadly. Anna was one of her favorite students, though Anna tried not to suck up too much during class. She just enjoyed the way Proche taught, and it worked well with her learning style, so the two got along well.

“Ah, well, the thing is, Master Proche,” Anna began, stopping when she saw Proche frown.

“Did something go wrong, Anna? I thought you would come up with something magnificent, like always.”

“Well, I had plans to make something,” she said. That much at least was true. The beginnings of her ward had taken shape as she worked on it, but once Damien arrived, everything had fallen by the wayside. “But I kind of didn’t finish in time.”

“I see.” It was evident that Master Proche was upset with her. “I’m disappointed, Anna.”

Ouch. Why do they always have to use that word when you least want them to? Not many things hurt worse than having someone you looked up to say they were disappointed in you.

“Why didn’t you get it done?”

“I just forgot about it,” she said helplessly. “I’ve been so busy studying for the Apprentice test, and I forgot about this project.”

It was a bald-faced lie, and Proche and her friends knew it. Anna had very little experience with lying, and it showed. What was her alternative? To tell them that she’d been spending her evenings walking the secret passageways with one of the dragon men? No, that would go over even worse. So, she refused to open up, and let them formulate their own guesses.

“I know things have been turned upside down here the past few days with the arrival of the dragons,” Master Proche said quietly, as if reading her mind. “I also know you were involved with bringing the first group here. That certainly has to weigh on your mind, but Anna, you’re studying to become an Apprentice, and you have things you must do along the way if you hope to achieve that.”

“Of course, Master Proche.” There was no way that Proche could possibly know about her late-night rendezvous, but yet she seemed to naturally know that the dragons were the heart of the issue...

“Which is why I expect you to show me your finished project by noon tomorrow, or I will have to fail you.”

Anna’s throat constricted. A fail would mean she couldn’t take the test. Like, ever. 

“Of course,” she said quietly. “I’ll get to work right after class.”

Sorry, Damien, but I won’t be able to meet you tonight.

Anna wandered back to one of the desks and took a seat, her mind anywhere but the classroom. Though as Initiates they didn’t spend much time in a typical school setting, sometimes it was necessary or more prudent, and today was one of those days.

Not that Anna heard much of what was being said. She was having an internal debate over a choice she was facing, and a decision she would have to make, and soon.

Could she continue to both see Damien and maintain her pace of studies?

Or would one of them win out over the other? Because if push came to shove, Anna would have to pick one.

And I’ve not spent more than half my life to get to this point just to abandon it when I’m so close, now, have I?

Yet she dreaded the idea of cutting Damien out from her life as well.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Anna

The next night, she waited in the tunnels as the appointed time came near.

Luck had been with her yesterday and she’d run into Altair while walking out in the courtyard for her afternoon meal. Although the dragon was still unsure about her people, he’d agreed to pass the word on to Damien that she wouldn’t be able to make it that night.

Unlike the witches, the dragons didn’t seem to have any rules about interacting with the women of Winterspell. They seemed far more pragmatic on a lot of matters than her own superiors did. Anna tried not to dwell on why that might be, lest it bring her down some paths she wasn’t quite ready to follow.

The door slid open, the silent movement startling her with its lack of warning. She stepped back just in case it wasn’t Damien on the other side, but her fears were immediately put at ease as a familiar head of blond hair ducked through the entryway.

“Hey, you,” she said, not quite throwing herself at him.

“Anna,” he replied, easily catching her in his arms and lifting her up as per usual. “It’s good to see you. I missed you last night. Did you get your project done?”

“Barely,” she said, sagging into him. “I think I got three hours of sleep last night at most. Was up all night working on it. I’ve never rushed such a project before in my life!” She tried to keep the frustration out of her voice, but Damien was quite perceptive, and she felt his arms slacken just a little in their hug.

Was he aware of what was going on in her head? Could he possibly know the problems she was facing?

“I’m proud that you got it done,” he said. “That must have been quite the effort.”

“All those years of studying hard paying off, I suppose,” she said, biting her lip in mild dismay as she disentangled herself from him. “Walk with me?” she asked.

“Is there a chance we could go somewhere more...open?” he asked.

Anna frowned. The tunnels that wormed their way through Winterspell were not oft-frequented by the students and residents of the Academy, and when they were, those inside usually sought privacy. It was fairly rare to run into someone else because they would try to avoid you as much as you did them. To go outside though...

She looked up as he shifted from one foot to the other. She saw his face, but it was what was beyond him that caught her attention. The arched stone ceiling. That was it then, she understood suddenly. 

Damien was a dragon. A creature used to the freedom of the skies, and she’d been imprisoning him in the tunnels every time they met. Of course, he would want to get out! 

“Umm, let me think here,” she said, trying to come up with somewhere they could go, but still be alone. There were plenty of towers and balconies in the two buildings, but she needed to find one that was unused. Where they could be...whatever it was they were, together, and alone.

“It’s okay,” Damien started to say, but she shook her head, quieting him.

“I just had to think of a route. I don’t usually go up either,” she admitted. “Sneaking around isn’t exactly my strong suit.”

Damien grinned. “So how rebellious do you feel right now then?”

“You don’t want me thinking about that,” she joked. “Cause then I might realize what I’m doing and stop.”

“Oh.” Damien didn’t seem certain how to react.

“Come on,” she said, reaching out to take his hand without thinking. 

His fingers slid through hers and gripped on as Damien followed her through the winding hallways and they began to climb stairs too narrow to fit both of them side by side. They went up and up and up.

“We must be above ground by now,” he commented, easily following along as she led the way.

“Oh absolutely. But if we’re going to be outside, we need to be somewhere no one can see us,” she reminded. “Which means above everyone else that might be out on other balconies.”

“I see,” he said, falling silent.

At last, she brought them to a door. Not a compartment in the wall, but an actual door. It was unlocked as expected, and she pushed it open quietly, praying the hinges wouldn’t squeak. 

They didn’t, and the two of them emerged into a tiny room with a set of stairs going up and down. She pointed up, and they went up one last flight of stairs, emerging out onto a flat-topped tower. 

“Wow,” Damien breathed, looking up at the night sky. “This is quite the view. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, enjoying the view as well. This had been one of her favorite spots to come when she was a novice. The peace and serenity of the high tower had helped her come to terms with leaving home behind, knowing she would never return to the world she’d once been a part of.

“I came up here—by the regular stairs—my third night here at Winterspell,” she said quietly. “I spent hours looking out in every direction, wondering if I could spot my home. If I could see the lights of the city I’d come from.”

“Are you from nearby?” Damien asked quietly, sensing the importance of what she was saying.

“No. Not at all,” she said. “I didn’t know that at the time though. I’d just begun to develop my magic, and they came for me.”

“You were kidnapped here?”

“No, of course not,” she said with a laugh. “They came during the day. They told my parents the truth about what I was going to become, and the good I could do if I were allowed to come and be trained here.” She looked down. “They also told them of the evil I might become if I were to continue unchecked. That if that happened, they would be forced to kill me.”

“I thought you said most people didn’t know that you can use magic.”

“They don’t,” she said. “My parents didn’t believe them at first. But in time they came to understand. Enough demonstrations will do that to just about anyone.”

“What...what happened to your parents?” he asked.

“They’re out there somewhere,” she said. “Enspelled to silence. They can never tell anyone about what happened to me. Not the true story at least. Everyone else thinks I’m off at boarding school. Or that I was, I guess, and that I just never returned home. My parents go to “visit” me sometimes.”

“Have you seen them since the witches came to bring you here?” he asked cautiously.

“No. Not once,” she said heavily. “It’s not an easy decision, but once I realized I was different, I wanted to learn all about it. The things I have seen here, Damien. The good that we are doing, it gave me a purpose I’ve never felt before. Something to work toward. It was that dream that made it easier to abandon the life I knew, the people I’d loved.”

“And that’s why it’s so important to you,” he said quietly. “Why you work so hard for it.”

“Yes. And that’s why the Apprenticeship exam means so much to me. If I take it and pass, then even if I never move on to Master level, I will always be a witch of Winterspell. I will be a member in its ranks, called upon to fight if anything breaks loose from the Abyss. I will get a chance to use my magic for good. Forever.”

Damien was nodding now, his grip on her hand loosening. “And last night was a hiccup in the road to that. You didn’t get something done.” He sighed knowingly. “And that’s why you’ve been so nervous tonight. You’re thinking of breaking off...this.” He held up their hands but shrugged at the same time.

Apparently, he didn’t know what they were either.

“I never expected to make it to Initiate level,” she said, pleading with him to understand. “But I worked my butt off to get here. To show the others that brain power matters as much as natural-born talent. I’ve proven so many people wrong, but there are still plenty of naysayers out there. And I don’t want to fail this next time.”

Damien let go of her hand, reaching out to rest both hands on the stone wall that circled the balcony. “And I’m a distraction that you think is going to make you fail,” he said.

“That’s not what I mean,” she moaned.

“Well what did you mean then?” he asked. “Because it sure feels like you’ve been leading up to saying you can’t continue to see me because you need to focus on your studies. Which would imply that your studies aren’t going the way you want because of me. Which means you fear consequences if you don’t spend more time on them. Consequences like failing your Apprenticeship test.” 

“I don’t know,” she said, throwing her hands up in the air. “I’m no good at this, Damien. I don’t have any experience. You’re...you’re like.” She fell silent. How to tell him that at twenty-eight years old, she had no emotional experience with men, just physical blunderings and experimentation?

He waited patiently, his eyes as blue in the night as they were during the day. 

“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “I’m confused. I...I really like spending time with you. You make me feel, things.”

“You’ve never liked someone before?” he asked curiously.

“Not men,” she said with a shrug. “If you haven’t noticed, magic isn’t really a male thing. There are very few sorcerers in the world, and none at Winterspell. It’s all women.”

“I see.” Damien stepped closer. “Well, I can tell you that it doesn’t have to be an all-or-nothing thing.”

“What do you mean?” She bit her lip as he neared, his warmth easily noticeable in the cool air at the top of the tower. Winterspell was climate-controlled via magic, but that didn’t mean that in the higher reaches it wasn’t cooler than below. 

“I mean you don’t necessarily have to go cold turkey with me, you know. I enjoy seeing you every night, don’t get me wrong, but once or twice a week instead is better than just cutting off all contact, don’t you think?” he smiled at her and Anna’s knees nearly buckled.

He was so close. She was there, her back to the balcony wall. Trapped, though she knew if she wanted, he would move aside. But did she want him to move? What did she want?

“That...that might work,” she conceded breathlessly, looking up at him, throat dry from the nerves.

“I can respect that you need to study,” he rumbled, coming closer yet again. “I admire your dedication to your craft.”

“Thank you,” she said, licking her lips.

“But I want you to know that I like what this is too. I like it a lot,” he said, leaning in.

“You do?” she squeaked.

Damien nodded. “I’d like to show you.”

His hand came up, cupping her chin. Anna was trembling. Was this really going to happen? Was he going to kiss her?

“May I?” he asked.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

Then he leaned in, pressing his lips to hers, gripping her chin just that little bit tighter so she didn’t move. Anna lifted her arms around his neck, holding him close as his other hand pushed up her back. Her entire body was on fire where he touched it. She’d never felt like this before, this burning need to...to let Damien do whatever he wanted to her. 

In that moment, she was his.
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Damien

He let the kiss linger on. 

The tension he’d felt in Anna began to melt away. He could feel her body relaxing as they stood together on the balcony, lips locked together. Part of him longed to do more, to let his hands roam her body, to make a claim to the rest of her then and there.

But he refrained. Despite his desires, Damien knew that doing so would not only be more than she was comfortable with but would ruin whatever it was that was happening between them right then. He had no desire to do that, so instead he let it carry on, simply enjoying her taste and the squeeze of her arms around his neck.

Her mouth parted for him, and as their tongues slid softly against each other, one of Anna’s hands dug her fingers into the hair at the back of his head, clutching him tight. He fought back a shiver of delight at the tiny sensation. 

The interest and attraction he felt toward this woman was surprising. Anna wasn’t the only one caught off guard by it, though Damien had never let her catch on to that. She needed his steady calm, he could tell, and so he’d kept his thoughts to himself. 

Finding someone like her was the last thing he’d expected or planned to happen after his fateful plunge through the portal. Now here he was, with an unexpected opportunity for—for what? Truthfully, neither of them knew what might develop between them, and Damien wasn’t sure what to make of it.

He just knew he liked it.

At last, he pulled back, the two of them coming up for air, all tiny smiles and heated cheeks. Her hands dropped down from his neck and along his arms. Snagging her fingers in his own before she could completely pull back, he held on tight, giving her hands a squeeze. Anna smiled broadly and squeezed back, leaning in to rest her head on his chest.

“That was nice,” she said quietly. “That was really nice.”

“I agree. Maybe we could do it again?”

Anna laughed softly. “I would be okay with that.”

So, they did, this time holding each other’s hands the entire time. When they broke apart a second time, they shared a moment of silence, just watching the other’s face, little half-smiles tugging at the corners of their lips. So much went unspoken just then, and yet was said all at the same time.

“Thank you for bringing me up here,” he said. “I feel much better under the open sky. I don’t mind being underground, but the tight spaces are a bit claustrophobic and—”

He was interrupted by a shrill voice from behind. “What the hell are you doing up here?”

Damien spun, instinctively putting Anna behind him in a protective measure.

“Who is that with you?” Master Loiner snapped. “Is that one of the students?”

He groaned. Why her? Of all people, who did it have to be this bitch?

Anna stepped around him. “Good evening, Master Loiner.”

“Initiate Sturgis! I should have known someone as insolent as you would think they could get away with...with...”

“With what?” Anna said.

“With breaking the Coven’s rules! Being with one of them,” the Master spat.

Damien didn’t know what to do. His dragon was screaming at him to deliver a thunderous blow of electrical energy straight into the uppity woman’s face and send her catapulting back down the stairs. It howled its desire and even opened the passageways in his mind to call upon his powers.

But Damien was the one in control, and he shut everything down immediately. The woman was a xenophobic bitch, but she was also technically senior to Anna, and a Master he’d been told to obey. This put him in a sticky situation. After all, Damien wasn’t the only one who would suffer if he acted against her.

If she so much as touches Anna, I’ll blast that smug look off her face. Permanently.

That was something he would not tolerate, but verbal harassment and punishment for breaking the rules? What was he supposed to do about that? They’d both known the risks they were taking by being together. He wanted to stick up for her, to say something, but...but how? How could he do that and not endanger the sanctuary his kind had found at Winterspell?

His indecision left him silent as Loiner continued to lay into Anna.

“You betray your own kind, Sturgis. Fraternizing with them, they who brought their war to our land. We don’t need them, don’t want them. You should know better.”

“I’m right here, you know. I can hear you talking about me,” Damien said dryly, unable to remain completely quiet.

Loiner looked him up and down, and then just turned her attention back to Anna. “Just wait until the Coven hears about this. I’m going to make sure you never pass your Apprenticeship test. Ever.”

Anna gasped, and began to cry. 

Damien shook with fury. They had just been talking about how important that test was to her. That she was willing to consider breaking things off with him completely to focus on it. Now, because of him, she was going to fail it?

“This isn’t her fault,” he rumbled, trying to interject.

“You keep your mouth shut, or you and your entire pathetic race will find themselves evicted from Winterspell faster than you can snap your fingers.”

Damien clenched his jaw tightly, aware he was treading on thin ice. If he said or did too much, others would suffer for his actions. He had to do what was best for his kind. Even if it meant not giving Loiner exactly what she deserved. He slumped backward, feeling defeated in a way he’d never experienced before.

He felt Anna look to him, but he couldn’t stand to see the disappointment in her eyes. The disappointment in him, for backing down. 

But what would she have him do instead?

“Let’s go. Right now!” Loiner snapped. “You get back to your quarters. If you’re seen out again, I’ll have your head.”

The sky rumbled ominously above. Loiner glanced at it, and at the expression on Damien’s face, and wisely thought better of provoking him some more. Verbal insults he could take. Threats of violence were another matter entirely.

Anna slipped past him, head down, shoulders slumped forward. She didn’t even look back at him before disappearing down the stairs with Master Loiner behind her.

Damien smacked a fist into one palm helplessly.

Above him, lightning shot across the sky and thunder rolled onward a few seconds later as Damien unleashed his fury. The light show went on for nearly ten full minutes before he recovered his composure, dismissing the clouds that had formed in response to his rage.

“What else was I supposed to do?” he moaned softly, sliding to the ground, burying his face in his hands.

What else could I have done?
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Anna

The next morning, she followed Master Loiner through the hallways. 

Her one saving grace was that they weren’t meeting with the entire Coven, but only with Circe herself. The head witch of Winterspell had, for some reason or another, decided to hear her case personally. Anna wasn’t sure at all what that meant, but she reasoned that it was either a really bad sign, or something she should be paying attention to.

Still, there was no hope in her; she dared not let herself dream that she might be allowed to continue her studies at Winterspell. That would be a dangerous mindset to have, and so she instead prepared for the worst.

Master Loiner snapped her fingers and pointed at the doorway to the Circe’s office. Not the Coven’s Chambers. She stifled a glare at the overzealous Master and opened the door. 

Anna wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but the sight she was greeted with certainly wasn’t it. The room was open, airy, filled with greenery, but most importantly, light. It couldn’t be natural light, of course, since they were in the depths of Winterspell’s main building. Yet it felt natural on her skin. 

Reaching out with her magic, she quested against the windows, only to find that they weren’t windows at all, but rifts. Anna’s mouth dropped open as she looked around the large circular room. There were a lot of windows, and each one was a permanent rift, a tear in reality that the Circe had put in place to light her office.

Now that was power.

A large wire-frame staircase occupied the center of the room, leading up to a second story. Anna assumed that up there was the private quarters of the Circe. To her right was a library of books, several large stacks of them spaced between the windows. To the left was a sitting area absolutely covered in greenery and plants. But it was the back of the office that truly captured one’s attention.

A massive window-rift occupied the center of the wall, easily thirty feet long and spanning nearly the twelve feet to the ceiling. Pictured behind it was the ocean, waves lapping endlessly into the distance, where the sun shone down reflecting upon the turbulent waters.

In front of it was a large rectangular desk. Behind it sat the Circe, clad as always in her robes, hood pulled forward to obscure her face from view.

“It’s a bit much, I know,” the woman said, waving an olive-skinned hand at the display. “But I find that it’s relaxing and helps keep me focused. Please, come in, have a seat.”

“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, Circe,” Master Loiner said, all but fawning over the woman. 

Anna felt sick at the sycophantic way the woman kowtowed to the head of Winterspell. It was so disgustingly obvious that she was only being polite to try and increase her standing, yet somehow, she didn’t realize everyone could see it that way. Instead, Loiner thought that they believed her sincere.

“Yes, of course, Master Loiner. That is your right,” Circe said. 

Anna’s eyes tightened. Was that mild irritation she heard in the woman’s voice? Could it be that Circe didn’t exactly like Master Loiner either?

“I bring to you a most grievous issue, Circe. A breaking of the rules imposed upon both our new visitors, and the members of Winterspell. Possibly more, though I do not know.”

Circe’s head tilted under her hood to regard Anna, but she addressed the Master. “Indeed? What rule has been broken?”

“Fraternizing, Circe. I caught this Initiate in the arms of the dragon brute, the first one to arrive, the big blue beast.”

“Damien, I believe is his name?” Circe said somewhat forcefully.

“Perhaps,” Loiner said, though everyone in the room knew full well that the woman was aware of Damien’s name. “I care not. But they were together, talking quietly in one of the upper spires. Conspiring about what, I do not know, but they were hand in hand, a sure sign they were plotting something.”

Circe nodded slowly. “Indeed,” she said. “And tell me, Initiate Sturgis, what is it you were plotting up there?”

“She is a traitor to the human race, Circe. We cannot trust a word that comes out of her mouth.”

Anna had had enough. “You have got to be joking, right? A traitor to the human race? Surely, Master Loiner, you can see that we must have some sort of shared DNA, a history together of sorts. Something. I would bet a lot that they are just about as human as we witches are.”

“You are not a witch,” Master Loiner snapped. “Not now, and not ever, after what you’ve done.”

“Master Loiner,” Circe said, extending a hand. “If I may?”

“Of course.” Loiner bowed low and bit her tongue, but Anna could see that she was seething behind the façade, her hatred for Anna and the dragons showing through.

“Your point about shared looks is valid, Initiate Sturgis,” Circe said after a moment of contemplation. “I have noted the same thing and begun digging deep into our records to see what, if anything, I can come up with. But while I do not harbor the same immediate distrust of our new visitors as Master Loiner here does, I must admit that I am unsure if you spending such time with them is wise or not.”

Anna started to protest, but Master Loiner spoke up first, simply unable to remain quiet now that she thought she had Anna by the throat. 

“She was plotting against us. Allying herself with them. I saw it!”

“Indeed, Master Loiner? Could it not have been so simple as, say, a physical interest? You did say after all, that you caught them holding hands. I’m not aware of any traitors who acted like such.”

Anna blushed at the confirmation of what she’d been doing on the tower roof, though she didn’t say as much. “Why is spending time with them not a good thing?” she asked instead.

“Well, for one,” Circe said, “We don’t know much about the dragons.”

“And whose fault is that?” Anna knew she was pushing the limits, but she wasn’t about to go down without a fight. “Have any of you made any real attempt to get to know them? If we don’t spend time with them, then we’ll never know. How can you expect us to figure them out without interacting with them?”

“You will show respect!” Master Loiner shrieked, raising her wand.

“Calm, Master Loiner,” Circe said, her voice overwhelming the Master’s shout with patient ease. “There is no need for that in here.”

“Yes, Circe,” Loiner said in a voice that showed she clearly disagreed.

“You were saying, Initiate?”

Anna hadn’t been expecting to be allowed to continue, and so she took a moment to formulate her ideas. “All I’m saying, is that there doesn’t seem to be any good reason not to allow us to interact with one another. They will always remain strangers to us if we don’t get to know them, and if Damien and I do...feel, things for one another, then I think we should be allowed to explore that,” she finished, her voice rising just a bit as she admitted out loud to both herself and the other two women that she felt something for the dragon shifter.

“I understand the point you make,” Circe said, waving Loiner into silence once more as the Master all but foamed at the mouth in response to Anna’s words. “But are you so sure he feels the same? From what Master Loiner has communicated to me before this meeting, he didn’t exactly put up much of an argument. Are you sure he wants to spend the time with you?”

Anna bit her lip. She’d noted the same reluctance from Damien, the refusal to speak up and to fight for her when they’d been caught, and she didn’t know what it meant, what it signified. Truthfully, she hadn’t been able to give it much thought, having been too concerned for her own predicament, but now she did.

Was it possible Circe was right? That Damien wasn’t what she’d thought, that he’d simply felt she wasn’t worth fighting for? That didn’t feel right, but it fit the situation. But maybe it was the truth. Maybe he just wasn’t that serious about her. It was always possible he’d only wanted something physical from her, and that he wasn’t willing to get into trouble over her for it. 

After all, there was no end to other women at Winterspell that he could attract interest from. What with that smile and those muscles... if she’d fallen for it, then so many others would as well if he tried to charm them.

“I don’t know,” she admitted at last.

“Precisely. We don’t know about them, and I’m reluctant for someone as young, and, no offense, inexperienced with men, as you, to be the guinea pig for the dragons,” Circe said gently. “That is why I forbid any fraternizing between you and them. We can learn more about them without getting physically involved.”

“You have others looking after their young, feeding them, spending time with them on a daily basis to educate them about our world,” Anna pointed out.

“All of whom are either older than you and more worldly experienced, or too young for the dragons to worry about,” Circe pointed out.

Anna clamped her mouth shut. She hadn’t noticed that, and now she felt like an idiot for opening her mouth.

“It’s okay, Anna,” Circe said gently. “We all make mistakes from time to time, let our emotions and, if we’re honest, our hormones get the best of us. We are, after all, still human despite our gifts.” She smiled easily.

Besides her, however, Master Loiner was glaring with barely restrained anger, the hand with her wand twitching, ready to use it to administer a punishment. But Anna was starting to wonder how much of a punishment was really coming her direction. The Circe seemed to be educating her on the reasons behind the rule, without much intention to punish.

“I want you to go back to your quarters and think on what we’ve said here today,” Circe said. “Everything that we’ve said here,” she added emphatically with a knowing look.

Anna swallowed the lump in her throat. “Of course, Circe.”

“Go,” she said.”

Master Loiner exploded. “What about her punishment? Circe, there must be repercussions for disobeying orders!”

“What? Oh,” Circe said in a very obvious pandering to the Master. “Right. Of course. Um. Let’s see. A week of confinement to quarters outside of either class or the meal hall should do it. Yes. Go on now.”

Anna got up. “Of course, Circe,” she said, bowing her head as Master Loiner sputtered helplessly, her wand twitching in Anna’s direction.

She exited the Circe’s office and ran for it, wanting to put as much distance between her and the door as possible before Loiner exited it, not trusting the Master not to add her own punishment on top.

After all, the Circe had given her plenty to think about already.

Plenty to think about indeed.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Damien

It was with more than a bit of trepidation that he showed up to their rendezvous the next night. What was he going to say to her? How was he going to explain himself?

Damien just wasn’t sure what to expect, but he wasn’t going to not show up. No matter the risk to him or his people, he had to be there, had to see her again. The call was coming from more than just his dragon, but his entire being needed to see Anna, to hold her, to tell her that he was sorry, and to explain why he’d not spoken up.

After that, it would be up to her if she chose to believe and forgive him, or if she’d been too hurt to continue on. There was nothing he could do about her choice, but he wasn’t about to bail on her.

But when he opened the panel and ducked inside, he found the corridor empty.

“Anna?” he called quietly after the door had slid upward behind him, sealing off the passageway.

There was no response. She wasn’t there.

Damien was gutted. His stomach tightened into a ball of anxious nerves. Maybe she was just late. Perhaps it had taken her longer to slip away tonight, ‘cause she was being more cautious. That would make sense.

He waited in the passageway as time ticked by, but still Anna didn’t show. Was she being punished, then, for seeing him? Was she unable to get out and come to their rendezvous?

“I know,” he snarled, his dragon telling him to go find her. To track her down and make sure she was okay. “But they’re not going to kill her just for seeing me. That’s preposterous.”

He knew it. Even his dragon knew it. Yet the siren call of everything that was Anna was strong, and Damien didn’t know if he could resist going to her. He had to see her. The longer she went on not knowing the truth behind his actions, the worse it was going to be.

Resolve strengthening, he headed off into the passages, slowly winding his way back down through his building and across toward hers. He knew that path fairly well, having spent some time exploring the passages without Anna after she’d shown him how to access his from the outside. 

Once he got closer to her building, he started heading upward again, but otherwise he was lost. He couldn’t recall which passageway she’d taken him when he’d accidentally wandered into the dormitories; his mind had been too pre-occupied.

Now it was focused on a single thought, a single task. Find Anna. 

Realizing that he didn’t know which way to go, Damien made a choice. Carefully, very carefully, he opened himself up to his dragon, availing himself of its finer-tuned senses. Especially its sense of smell. 

It didn’t take long for him to pick up her trail. She had frequented the passages often enough in coming to visit him, and now he followed her scent back, his heart beating faster as the trail grew stronger. Eventually, it led him to one particular piece of wall.

Leaning in close, he listened to the other side, trying to detect the presence of anyone there. It was late at night and the interior of Winterspell was mostly shut down by this time. Only those watching the walls and those who worked overnight were up. Most of the students would be fast asleep by now, which was why they’d planned their meetings to occur at this time.

Steeling himself, Damien fumbled around with the stones until he found one that moved when he pressed it. The panel slid downward as silently as all the others, the sound obviously muffled by some sort of magic. Peering cautiously into the hallway beyond, he confirmed it was empty, sighing with relief.

He tiptoed out into the corridor, testing the air before moving off to the left. In no time at all, he was at the door that had to be Anna’s. He could smell her, and if he listened quietly, could hear someone on the inside.

Smiling to himself, he knocked quietly on the door, doing his best to minimize the noise.

The door opened and a face appeared, but Damien heard someone coming, so he waltzed right in, pushing the door open and closing it behind him.

“Anna,” he said. “Listen, I’m sorry I’m here, but I just had to come and see you, and make sure that you were okay and...” He trailed off as he noticed Anna looking at him from across the room, where she sat on one of the beds in the room. One of the beds.

Damien turned around slowly. A young ebony-skinned woman stood at the door, jaw wide open as she stared at him in shock.

“Umm,” he said quietly, looking back and forth between the two women. 

“Courtney, this is Damien. Damien, Courtney,” Anna said. “Now, do you mind explaining to me why the hell you’re in my quarters?”

“You share a room,” he said.

“Yes. I do.”

“But how...how did you...”

“I’m a heavy sleeper,” Courtney said. “If that’s what you mean by how did she sneak out to meet you?”

Damien gaped at Anna. “You told her?”

Anna rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows now, you idiot. After we got caught, there was no way that wasn’t getting out.”

“I...” Damien didn’t really know what to do now. “Um.”

“Why are you here, Damien?” Anna asked.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “I went to our meeting. You weren’t there. I didn’t know if you were okay, if you were in trouble. I needed to come see you, to make sure you were okay.”

Anna didn’t respond. Instead, she looked down at her hands, fiddling with her fingers uncomfortably.

Suddenly, Damien knew.

“You weren’t prevented from coming,” he said quietly. “You chose not to come. Didn’t you?”

Anna continued to look down. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. He understood.

“I’m sorry,” he said, more pain shooting through his chest than he’d ever thought possible. “I’ll go now.”

He headed for the door, trying not to grasp at his chest.

Why does this hurt so much?
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Chapter Nineteen

[image: image]


Anna

She nearly faltered in her resolve as his face crumbled, worry dissolving into pain before he turned to go. Anna’s heart ached for him, for what he must be experiencing.

Something occurred to her in that moment. 

If she truly didn’t matter to him, then why would he be so hurt that she hadn’t shown up that night? Wouldn’t he just be more resigned? In fact, would he have come looking for her, risking everything, just to ensure she was okay?

Have I just made a huge mistake?

Anna couldn’t shake the thought, and her worry grew exponentially with every passing microsecond. 

“Damien,” she said, getting up from her bed. “Wait.”

The big dragon shifter paused in front of the door, but he didn’t turn around. “You don’t have to justify it,” he rumbled. “It’s okay. You’re allowed to do what you want.”

“What?” She frowned. “Of course, I am. But that’s not what I’m trying to say.”

“Well, what are you trying to say?”

From beside her, Courtney gave her a forceful look. The two of them had talked about this thoroughly after her friend had found out—and after Anna had convinced Courtney to forgive her for not telling her from the start about sneaking out. Courtney was of the opinion that while Damien might be a nice person, Anna didn’t need the distraction or potential drama in her life right now. She should be focusing on the Apprentice test, which she’d been working toward her entire adult life.

And she made some very compelling points.

“I shouldn’t have just not come tonight,” she said quietly. “You deserved better than that, at least.”

“So, you are ending this.” It wasn’t a question.

“Damien, you have to understand,” she pleaded, not wanting him to be mad at her. “I’ve been working so hard for this, for so long. I’m right there, and I need to focus on studying magic, not studying you.”

Off to the side, Courtney rolled her eyes and stifled a groan. Anna glared at her, but it just washed off her friend who clapped her hands over her face as she began to laugh silently at Anna’s cheesy line.

“That doesn’t mean you need to stop with me,” Damien pointed out.

“Maybe, maybe not,” she agreed. “But with the way things are right now and with all the unease, I can’t risk my entire future over a—” she stopped, realizing what she’d been about to say.

“A what?” Damien challenged, finally turning, the hurt in his eyes slowly giving way to anger. “A fling? Over a bit of fun? That’s what you were going to say, wasn’t it?”

Anna shook her head, but Damien just stared at her, his gaze icing over.

“Don’t give me that,” she snapped, losing her cool, all her doubts bubbling to the surface. “It’s not like this was anything more than that to you either!”

Damien’s jaw dropped. “What the hell are you talking about? You need to explain.”

“Yesterday, when the master found us. She was just laying into me and where were you? What did you do?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t recall Damien standing up, doing anything to try and calm the situation, to prevent me from getting in trouble. If you’d really cared, you would have fought for it.”

His normally smooth face grew sharp and angular the more she talked as Damien’s anger bubbled up. Hard lines were visible as he shut her out, looking at her now as if she was something else.

“Fought for it?” he echoed. “Is that what you want? Me to fight for it? Would you have preferred I blasted that idiotic bitch from the top of the tower? Impaled her with a lightning bolt? Maybe you wanted to see me roar like a barbarian and rip her limbs off one by one and beat her into a pulp with them? Is that what you want? Is what it would take to convince you that I care for you? To stand up and proclaim to all of Winterspell that you are mine, and anyone who tries to stop me will suffer my wrath? Fine. I can do that,” he snarled, spinning to go.

“What?” Anna yelped when she could finally get a word in. “That’s not what I meant at all!” She flicked a hand out, casting a spell on the door before he could open it.

Damien turned the handle and pulled, but the door didn’t budge. He growled and pulled harder. 

“What the hell are you doing now?” he bellowed. “How dare you use your magic on me!”

“I didn’t,” she said, not backing down as he took a step toward her. “I used it on the door, so that you wouldn’t go storming off to do something stupid.”

“Well you wanted me to do something stupid last night,” he retorted. “What’s the difference in doing it now? Nothing.”

“Listen, will you two just calm down,” Courtney interjected, speaking up at last. “You’re shouting and it’s loud.”

“Be quiet,” Damien growled, leveling a finger at her.

“Okay,” Courtney said, retreating to the back of their room, hands up high as lighting flickered around the tip of Damien’s finger.

Anna stepped forward, putting herself between the two of them. “Don’t you ever do that again!” she snapped.

“Or what?” Damien roared. “What are you going to do to me? Can’t be worse than the hurt you’ve already inflicted!”

Anna blinked. “What are you talking about?!”

Damien slashed a hand through the air between them. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter now!”

“You’re not making any sense!”

“And you’re only thinking of yourself!” he all but spat. “You haven’t thought about everything I’m doing for you. Sneaking around behind my own people’s backs. You think just because Altair doesn’t mind us talking that the others are okay with it? If Rokh found out, he’d come down on me like a ton of bricks! Or what about tonight, hmm? You think if I just wanted your body that I’d have snuck all the way up here, risking my entire species being chucked out of Winterspell, just so I could bend you over? Are you really that dense?”

Anna bit her lip, his words sinking home. She hadn’t considered his angle. At all. Not the risks he would be taking, not just for himself, but that he would be exposing all the other dragons too if he was found out. 

He’d been risking everything to keep seeing her. 

“Damien, I—”

There was a knock at the door.

She looked past the broad-shouldered shifter at the door in alarm as someone tried the handle.

“Sturgis! Bonnes!” a shrill voice shouted from outside the door. “Open this up right now!”

Anna moaned. Of course, someone had called Master Loiner!

From behind them, Courtney sighed heavily. “I told you guys you were too loud.”

Magic sizzled and Anna’s spell on the door died, giving way to Master Loiner’s push as she opened the door.

To Anna’s surprise, she wasn’t alone though. A tall male was with her.

Damien groaned in recognition. 

“Hello, Rokh.”
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Chapter Twenty
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Damien

We are in so much shit.

“You are in so much trouble,” Master Loiner snapped, looking past him at Anna.

Behind her, Rokh’s eyes lit up at the sight of Damien in the room, promising much the same but without the verbal additive.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Damien grumbled, purposefully blocking the doorway, not allowing Loiner to get past him while he talked with Rokh. He’d had enough of the diminutive woman and her attempts to get Anna in trouble. He couldn’t squeeze the life from her spiteful little throat, but he could be an irritant.

“He’s here because I called for him to be here,” Loiner said.

Damien ignored her, looking over the witch’s head at the fire dragon. It surprised him to see Rokh working with the woman, instead of fighting one another. What had compelled him to do such a thing?

“You’ve put us all in danger,” Rokh growled, finally speaking when it became apparent Damien wasn’t going to acknowledge the witch Master. “Your actions could lead to us being thrown out of Winterspell, Damien.”

Ah. That was it then. Loiner had threatened Rokh with eviction of everyone else if he didn’t come control his ‘wild, wayward, threatening subordinate’, or something like that, he was sure. He could just imagine Loiner trying to find the worst ways to describe him, not realizing that she was probably insulting all dragons in the process. What an idiot.

Still, she’d been smart enough not to threaten Rokh directly, but the rest of the dragons, especially the young. These was the very ones Rokh would do anything to protect, even allying himself—however temporarily—with the hateful witch.

“You know that this is ridiculous, right?” Damien said, crossing his arms. “The way the two of you are treating us?”

“You were given specific orders not to—”

“I’m not talking to you!” Damien roared, finally looking down at the witch as he took a step closer to her. Lightning sparked across his skin and he let his eyes take on some of the yellow of his dragon, making him that much more threatening.

Loiner skittered backward, bumping off Rokh’s chest, the fire dragon grunting in irritation but otherwise not moving. The witch backed off slightly, forming a third side between the two dragons, but for once she seemed intimidated enough to remain silent. Damien doubted it would last, but he counted his blessings in the meantime.

“Damien,” Rokh snapped.

“No, I’m not finished,” the storm dragon rumbled. “You two are acting like we’re idiotic teenagers. Pretending you need to protect us from one another, that we can’t make our own decisions as adults. So, we’re attracted to one another? How is that bad?” he shouted at Rokh. “We’re living on this planet. We don’t have enough people to rebuild on our own. That’s just a fact. Maybe two hundred of us made it through, most of them male. If we want our species to continue, then we can’t cut ourselves off from the population of this planet!”

“You don’t even know if we’re compatible,” Rokh countered. “Just because we look alike doesn’t mean anything really.”

“And how will we know if we don’t try?” Damien said, not realizing he was using the same arguments Anna had with Circe that morning. 

There was something between him and Anna. Something Damien had never felt before and didn’t truly understand. It was more than just a physical desire for the lushness of her body, but it was an attraction, a literal attraction that felt magnetic. He was called to her in a way his dragon had never spoken to him before. It was powerful, and it felt right. He just didn’t know how to explain that to everyone present without them calling him insane.

“Now is not the time for this,” Rokh growled, clearly irritated over being spoken to like this in public. But Damien was beyond caring.

“No, now is precisely the time for it. We need to be getting to know one another, becoming friends and integrating with each other, like allies. Instead, you two just want to yell at each other and act like you know better.”

“That’s enough of your insolence you inbred mongrel of a monster,” Master Loiner spat, her face red from anger at the disdain Damien was showing for her.

“If you talk to me like that one more time, I will melt your brain until it comes out your nose,” Damien said with icy calmness. Lightning sparked to life in his left hand in response to the threat.

Loiner backed up a step but a black wand appeared from nowhere and golden light sparked at the tip. “You wouldn’t live long enough to try,” she hissed.

“Damien, shut up. You’ve screwed up enough by this point.”

Before Damien could respond, Anna pushed up next to him. “How has he screwed up?” she exclaimed. “The only ones who’ve screwed up are you, the people who think you can rule our lives! We’re just trying to spend time together, without you all interfering. If you two would just get your heads out of your asses, there wouldn’t be an issue!”

Damien knew he should be trying to diffuse the situation, to calm everyone down, but in reality, he didn’t want to. Having Anna leap to his defense was the best thing he’d seen all day. It fired him up, made him more than willing to keep defending his position that the two should be allowed to see each other. To fight for her.

“You would do better to stay out of this,” Rokh said, directing his comments at Anna.

“You’re joking right? You do realize the irony of telling me to mind my own business, right? As if you could ever learn how to do the same thing.”

“Don’t talk to me like you know me,” Rokh growled. “Get back in your room.”

“She’s not a child,” Damien interjected. “Don’t speak to her like one. It doesn’t become you, Rokh.”

“She’s acting like one. Idiotic and without thinking.”

That was more than Damien could take. He was tired of everyone treating Anna as if she was too dumb to realize what she was doing. And he was really tired of them insulting her while doing it.

“Fuck you,” he spat at Rokh, and punched the fire dragon shifter square in the nose.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Anna

The big man stumbled backward, one of his flailing arms nearly taking out the Master as he recovered. But Damien was already charging at him. 

Anna ducked out of the way as he breezed past her, trying not to scream as the two dragons grappled and fell to the ground, exchanging punches, elbows and knees. Damien was flung backward into the stone wall, cracking the stones with a thunderous crunch. He dropped to his feet, shaking off the blow and went back at Rokh, picking the fire dragon up and flinging him down the hallway.

She desperately hoped the two of them would maintain enough composure to refrain from using their powers inside. The last thing they needed was a firestorm, or sheets of lightning bouncing down the hallways.

Other doors were opening now, heads peeking out as the commotion reached a peak. It was tough to tell who was winning, because the dragons were moving like a blur, the blows faster than she could keep up with. Every now and then, one of them went flying or was slammed into a wall, but the tally seemed about even between them.

“What a pair of imbeciles,” Master Loiner said, speaking up at last. “I bet they don’t have five brain cells between them. This is why you don’t need to sully yourself to being with them, Initiate.”

Anna just looked at Loiner in shock, amazed that this woman could be so dense. 

The Master shuffled around to place herself between Anna and the thunderous sounds of the fighting dragons. “I sure hope you didn’t soil yourself by doing anything physical with him, like a slut.”

Blood pounded in Anna’s temples. She leaned to the side, looking past Loiner at the shifters. Then back at Loiner. Then at the dragons.

“Now don’t you dare—” the woman began to say, but Anna had had it.

She was tired of everyone telling her what to do. Of people judging her on her decisions. The events that had already happened were all but guaranteed to see her remain an Initiate forever. There was no more hope for her to advance. There was nothing left for her to lose at this point.

Anna leapt at Loiner, taking the smaller woman down. She shrieked in anger, flailing with her fists, letting all her emotions out. No magic, just a straight-up parade of blows.

Loiner wasn’t going down that easily, however. She rolled to the side, Anna’s head nearly slamming into the wall as Loiner got the high position. Now it was her turn.

“You’re going to regret that, you insipid little bitch! You should never have been admitted here. You’re a stain on Winterspell’s reputation!”

Anna’s fist rocketed up, connecting squarely with Loiner’s nose. The older woman slumped backward, blood beginning to drip from her nostrils.

I did that, Anna crowed to herself, sitting up and throwing herself forward before she lost her advantage. Loiner got her right across the cheek, but Anna didn’t let up. She grabbed Loiner’s head and slammed it back against the stone floor.

A vicious punch caught her in the midsection, and she rolled off, coughing to try and regain her composure as tears threatened her sides. She’d not known the Master could hit so hard!

But Anna wasn’t done yet. Although she possessed magic, her lack of strong natural talent meant she’d always relied on her other assets as well. She worked out regularly, and the thickness of her body meant she carried around more muscle naturally than Loiner did.

The power began to work in her favor, but Loiner was a wily one, and she wormed around until she was on top. Anna, however, was in a fit of rage, and she reached up, grabbed the Master by the collar of her robe and threw her aside like a ragdoll.

Getting to her feet, she rushed at the other woman, lowering her shoulder right into her jaw.

Something cracked and Loiner’s eyes rolled up into her head. She slumped back to the floor and lay still. For a moment, Anna feared she’d killed the woman, but the slow rise and fall of her chest indicated she would be okay.

Anna backpedaled, falling back to sit on her butt, arms out behind her to support her as she breathed heavily, trying to recover her composure.

Footsteps walked up to her side. She looked at the giant feet, craning her head all the way up.

“Did you do this?” Damien asked, also breathing heavily, his skin split open in several places, his shirt ripped to shreds.

“She had it coming,” Anna started to say before realizing that Damien wasn’t judging her negatively. “Yes.”

“I’m impressed.” He bent down, helping Anna to her feet.

“I’m surprised,” she said. “I didn’t know I had it in me. But she was just being such a bitch, and the things she said about you, I...”

Anna was stopped as Damien kissed her. 

Shocked gasps sounded up and down the hallway as the watchers saw.

“Come on,” he growled, taking her hand. “Time to go.”

And like that, the two of them were off, running down the hallway, some of the students smiling and cheering, others still in shock, while a notable few, those who supported Master Loiner, simply glared at the pair.

Anna didn’t care. Not anymore. After all, what more did she have to lose? She was going to be kicked from her studies at Winterspell anyway. 

I may as well explore whatever else there is to explore with Damien.

They raced out of the tower and across the courtyards, well ahead of any pursuit that might be organized, smiling and laughing maniacally at each other.

“I am in so much shit,” Damien said, seemingly still in disbelief over what he’d done.

“Me too,” she said. “Can we slow down? I’m not really a runner.”

“Of course!” He pulled her behind a building, out of sight of anyone. “We’ll hide here,” he said, taking her down an alleyway between a pair of two-story stone buildings.

Anna was with him, at his side, when something thudded against the wall next to them. She yelped and flattened her back against the other wall. Damien was there in a flash, putting himself between her and whatever had made the noise.

Then they both heard the soft snorting sounds of an animal from a nearby open window and they shared some relieving laughter. 

“Just a barn animal,” she said.

Damien turned, still right in front of her. “You okay?”

“I’m just fine,” she said softly, suddenly aware of his presence. He was right there. To touch his chest, all she had to do was lift her hand like that, and then lay it on his pec, feeling the strength of his heart beating behind it.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

“It’s beating so fast,” she remarked, her gaze moving upward. “Are you nervous?”

A thick, heavy palm settled over her chest, resting on the top of her breast.

“So is yours,” Damien returned, gazing down at her, his eyes thick with the tension she heard in his voice.

“I was just running,” she pointed out.

“Me too, but that’s not why mine is beating fast,” he said, leaning in a little closer. “And I don’t think it’s why yours is either.”

“No?” she all but squeaked. “Why is it then?”

“Because you like me,” he said softly, dipping his head until he was a couple of inches away at most. “And we’re all alone. Nobody to find us. We’re free.”

“Free?”

“Yes,” he whispered, his hand caressing down over her breast with the lightest of touches. “Free. Free for me to touch you the way I’ve longed to. Free for you to open yourself to me.”

Anna gasped as he grabbed her breast. It was rough, but not hard. Just pointed enough to rob her of a breath. 

“You can tell me to stop if you want,” Damien growled, his mouth now at her neck level. 

Anna shivered as his breath washed across her skin, raising goosebumps in its path. How was it that something so simple as him breathing on her could turn her to putty in his hands?

“What if I don’t want to tell you that?” she managed to get out, biting her lip as his fingers slipped between the folds of her robe, finding her nipple through the soft material of her shirt.

“Then don’t. Tell me what you do want,” he rumbled, kissing her neck now, drawing a constant series of quiet moans from her mouth.

“I want you,” she said, not believing her own forwardness. “I want you, Damien.”

He growled his assent and that was when he kissed her, a fiery, burning thing that snapped all of her restraint, opening the doors of her body to him. To his touch, to his presence.

She gasped as he picked her up in his arms, walking the length of the alley to a wooden door at the far end. It opened easily to his strength and he walked her right into one of the barn buildings. 

“Hang tight.”

She clamped down, having no idea what he was going to do, when Damien suddenly jumped. The force of it elicited a yelp of surprise from her throat as they landed evenly on the second-floor loft.

“I didn’t realize you were so strong,” she gasped as he set her back down on her feet. Glancing around his thick shoulder she looked down at the floor, stunned at how easily he’d gotten them up there.

“Well, now you do,” he growled.

He kissed her then, and her brain hit overload. 
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Anna

This is going to happen, she realized. 

Right then and there in the barn loft. Her robe was gone, and then spread wide over a hay bale as he lay her back on it, his eyes devouring every bit of her as he slowly stripped her of clothing.

A horse nickered down below.

Damien’s head shot up from where it was buried in her neck, looking around in suspicion and shock.

“What is it?” she asked, alarmed.

“What was that?” he wanted to know, pulling back from her, crouching low in a combat stance.

What was what, she wondered. Then... “Wait, you mean that sound?”

He nodded.

“That was a horse.”

Damien looked at her blankly.

“Um, a draft animal. Used for riding mainly, though in the past, they’ve also pulled carts, helped plow fields, etc. Perfectly normal and natural.” She smiled. “You don’t have them on your world, do you?”

“No,” he said, relaxing slightly. “Not a threat?”

“No,” she said with a smile. “Not even close. They’re just animals. Beautiful, gorgeous animals. But not a threat. Now if you don’t mind, I believe you were in the middle of something?”

Damien took another breath, visibly relaxed, and then he was back on top of her, removing her clothing bit by bit, until she lay naked on the robe-covered hay bale, completely and totally exposed to his wandering eyes.

She’d never felt like she’d been on display to a man before, but she was now, and watching his pants grow tight as he looked over her nudity was such an empowering, and yet vulnerable state.

It also turned her on a lot.

“You had better not take too much longer there,” she told him, gesturing at his fully clothed state. Though perhaps fully clothed was a bit generous, given how ripped his shirt was from his fight. She could basically see most of his torso through the rags.

Without a thought, he pulled the material from his upper body, casually grabbing it with one hand and tearing it off. 

Okay, that was hot.

Her entire body responded to the blatant show of strength and disdain. 

But it responded more when he took off his pants and climbed on top of her, the weight of his muscular framed pressed against her, pinning her down. Anna felt helpless, but yet also very right. Like this was a place she belonged, that she was okay with.

Damien was making her feel all sorts of new thoughts and feelings with her sexuality, and so far, she was loving every single one of them.

His hand slid across her soft stomach and between her legs. When he found her opening and the wetness awaiting him there, he growled, a raw, primal smile transforming his face into something that made her all but quiver in anticipation. She was his right then and there, and that was perfectly okay and alright with her and the universe.

Then he moved his finger across her clit and Anna slumped back into blissful heaven. Everything he was doing was amazing, and it didn’t take long before the simple circular movements of his finger had her entire body tensing, ready to release.

“Are you going to come?” he growled in her ear, sucking gently on the lobe.

Anna shivered, barely managing to nod in response to his question.

“Good. I want you to come,” he continued. “Come for me.”

She gasped at his demands, loving the way he was ordering her around while pleasuring her. It wasn’t like anything she’d experienced before, but she liked it. She liked him.

The pressure on her clit increased a fraction, and he moved faster, and Anna lost it. She clamped a forearm over her mouth, biting down on her skin as she came, trying to muffle her cries while she rocked against Damien’s grip. He kept her held tight, pleasuring her until she slumped downward, spent.

“That was fucking hot,” he said in that sexy deep bass of his. “Holy shit.”

Anna barely had breath to reply. “That was fucking good,” she said, sagging into his arms.

She’d barely had time to do that before his finger returned. The touch was lighter this time, and it started out ever so slow.

“I don’t know,” she said, but Damien just smiled and kissed her, smothering any further protests.

It didn’t take long for her to move past the sensitivity and realize he was going to make her come again. Faster this time, it was barely a pair of minutes before she writhed and shook in his arms, burying her face in his neck, using his skin to cover her noises as best she could.

Something switched in her brain as she recovered.

“I want you now,” she said with a sudden infusion of strength, her right hand finding his hard shaft, squeezing it and stroking it gently. “This. Take me, Damien. Now.”

The noise that he emitted was half growl, half wordless rumble, and all sexy. He immediately shifted position, lining himself up with her opening.

“I can...” she started to offer, meaning to go down on him, but Damien shook his head. “Next time,” he said, sounding confident as ever that they would be allowed to do this again. 

She started to protest, wanting to give him attention as he had her, but then the tip of his cock slid inside her and Anna lost her words, the sentence crumbling as her mind quite simply broke.

It was unlike anything she’d experienced before. This wasn’t her first time, but it was her first time with a man. A man who knew what he was doing, and who also had a perfectly long and thick cock.

With every inch that entered her, she whimpered and pulled his neck down to her face tighter. It was so big, and yet she was taking it. Her walls stretched ever so slowly to accommodate him, and Damien seemed to know the perfect pace so that there was only ever a tiny fraction of delightful pain as she opened to accept him some more.

“Oh, my God,” she moaned when his hips finally pressed against hers.

“You’re so tight,” he hissed.

Anna pushed his head back, looking in his face, seeing the tenseness there. Was he having trouble containing himself already? Was he close to coming just because he was inside her?

That knowledge aroused her even more. She had power over him, power to make him come, and that was fun to know. Anna had never really cared before, but she did now. She liked knowing that Damien was enjoying her, her body, and what they were doing together. She felt like an equal in the moment, even if he was the one on top, guiding everything. 

“Take me,” she moaned into his ear, enjoying the way he reacted every time she said something to him, asking him to do something to her. His pupils dilated like he was high on drugs, and she wanted to see it happen more.

Those thoughts were blasted from her mind as Damien withdrew to the edge and then pushed his entire length back all in one even movement. He didn’t stop either, and her entire body responded to it. Back arched, breasts high to the sky, she hung on tight as he picked up some speed, making her body shake each time he pushed his cock home.

Damien sat up slightly, his abs flexing hard to keep him up straight as he maintained his rhythm. She watched in curiosity, trying to figure out what he was doing. One hand came to rest on the bottom of her throat, fingers ever so slightly curving up around it. He rested only a tiny bit of weight there, but it was enough for Anna.

But his other hand curled around her leg, until his thumb was right over her clit. The combination of that pressure plus the in-and-out of his cock was too much. She hissed at the speed with which her climax rushed in, and then cried out as she tightened around his cock in orgasm.

To her surprise, Damien’s hand covered her mouth, stifling her cries even as she breathed frantically through her nose. She could have ripped the hand away if she tried, he wasn’t holding her that tight, but it was hot. Anna had of course heard about things, about how dominant guys sometimes were, but she’d never experienced anything like it.

Until now.

Her body convulsed several more times, all her cries and moans dying on his palm as he kept her quiet. 

When she finally went limp in the post-orgasm glow, he let go of her mouth, allowing her to breathe fully.

“Was that okay?” he asked.

She bit her lip and nodded, not trusting her voice. More than okay, she knew. Not that she craved more, but that little bit was making her so incredibly aroused, she wanted him to make her come again.

Damien didn’t seem to be done. With casual strength and some soft-spoken commands, he moved her around until she was on all fours on the hay bale, leaning back until her rear was over her ankles.

Then he stepped up behind her and entered her again. Anna cried out, unable to contain herself. The simple angle change was amazing, and she came quickly from that alone, a weak orgasm but one, nonetheless.

When Damien began to thrust against her in earnest, she knew she wouldn’t be able to handle it for long. The pleasure was getting too much, she was getting too sensitive and—

“Oh, my God, I’m going to come,” she moaned louder than ever as her brain switched gears on her. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Oh God.”

Damien was groaning tightly behind her.

“Don’t hold back,” she cried, wanting him to be pleased as well.

He growled something, but she had no idea what it meant, her brain too busy being pummeled with sensations from between her legs.

She came, and her entire spine arched, and then flattened as she fell flat on her robe, a limp pile as her muscles spasmed and rocked out of control. 

Damien groaned louder and pulled himself back. Anna managed to find strength to twist herself enough at the waist to look back just in time to see him spill his load all over her ass and lower back. She was shocked at how hot it felt as it splashed across her skin. 

Her eyes tracked up to his face, watching it contort with his own orgasm. 

Then he was done, collapsing to the ground beside her, breathing heavily. She lay crouched on all fours, feeling him pool in her back, enjoying knowing that she had caused that from him. She was the means to his release.

They lay like that for quite some time, recovering. Anna was okay with that, she spread herself flat on her robe, ignoring the slight poking of the hay underneath. It was a small price to pay for what she’d just enjoyed.

Which was when reality started to sink in.

That wasn’t the price at all. I don’t know the real price of this yet...

But she would soon enough.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Three
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Damien

“Did we really just do that?” he muttered as his breathing and heartrate finally came back down to normal.

“Pretty sure I have the dried marks on my back to prove it,” Anna teased.

Damien snorted. “Sorry about that. But no, I meant before that. Fighting our superiors.”

“Oh,” Anna said in a much more subdued voice. “I think so.”

He looked down, now resting on his rear, back against the hay bale near Anna’s head. “We are so fucked.”

“Yeah. Yeah just a little bit. What are they going to do to you?” she wanted to know.

“Not a clue. But I doubt it’s going to be overly wonderful,” he said despondently. “Lots of punishment. Like, a lot, a lot. What about you?”

“Well, expelling students isn’t really feasible,” she said softly. “But I will just remain an Initiate for the rest of my life. I won’t be allowed to learn more, and it’ll be a long time before I’m done doing menial tasks that are usually reserved for Novices and the like. If ever.”

“Oh,” he said quietly. “I...I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to get you in so much trouble."

“I made the choice,” Anna said forcefully. “You didn’t make me swing at Master Loiner. I chose to do that.” She paused. “It helped the bitch had it coming, but it still wasn’t the best choice for my academic career.”

Damien could tell that Anna was putting on a brave face, but it was pretty obvious from her voice that she was putting on a show for him. She was devastated.

“We’ll find a way to fix this,” he said, reaching up to stroke his fingers along her arm. “I promise. This isn’t the end for you.”

“Your sentiment is nice,” she said. “But I know the realities of Winterspell better than you do, Damien. Trust me, I’m screwed. I was already in trouble for seeing you. Now this? Yeah, I’m toast.”

Guilt spread through Damien. “I shouldn’t have come to see you tonight,” he said quietly.

“Do you regret what we just did?” Anna asked, sounding unsure. 

“What? No, of course not. Not at all. Why would you ask such a thing?” he wanted to know, turning to face her so that he could watch her eyes, try to pick up how she was feeling a little better.

“Then don’t say things like that,” she said. “I don’t regret it.”

Her words were saying one thing, but in her eyes, Damien was reading another entirely. Anna was torn, and having a hard time accepting things. And it was his fault.

“Anna,” he said, trying to figure out how best to fix things, so that he would take the brunt of the trouble, not her.

“No, Damien, I’m serious. My studies should have come first. I’ve worked my whole life for them. Then you come along, and you should just be a guy, but you’re not. You’re more than that. I...I can’t explain it, but I want to be with you as well.”

Damien nodded. He understood. The pull he felt to Anna was different than any attraction he’d felt toward a woman before. It was deeper, a need, not just a desire, as if being around her was what a base part of him required to exist.

“What do we do now?” she asked as they lay there, content in each other’s presence.

“Probably go face our fates,” he said dully, not thrilled about the idea. “See if we can come up with a way to prevent them from completely skewering us.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I guess so. Maybe even get some sleep at some point too.”

He chuckled, realizing it had to be three in the morning at least by then. “Maybe. Might not be the worst idea.”

“No, definitely not.”

He helped her get dressed, using the tattered remains of his shirt to clean Anna off first. Then he helped her down from the loft and with a lingering kiss, sent her on her way back to the dormitories. They both knew there was nothing else he could do to help her now. They had to face their superiors on their own, and handle whatever was given their way.

Once she was gone, Damien lay back down on the hay, trying to decide what to do.

“Get up!”

He jerked awake, blinking his eyes at the sunlight filling the barn. It wasn’t bright, but the contrast to when he’d closed his eyes was stark.

“So, this is where you’ve been hiding.”

He rubbed at his eyes. “Rane? What are you doing here?’

The younger storm dragon rolled his eyes. “Are you serious? Out looking for you, dipshit. Rokh is pissed, and demanded we find you immediately so that he can tear a hide off your skin.”

“I slept all night,” Damien said slowly. “Shit. I meant to go find him and apologize.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t. He’s liable to burn you for what you did,” Rane said, displaying little regard for the punishment Damien was likely to suffer.

“Perfect. What the hell do I do now?”

Rane shook his head. “I don’t know, but you should probably leave the Academy for a bit until tempers settle. The witches aren’t happy with you either.”

The witches! “Anna,” he said softly.

“They aren’t happy with her either.”

Damien frowned. “How do you know that?”

“Because everyone does? They already punished her.”

Lightning flickered in Damien’s hands. “They did?” he asked dangerously. “What did they do?”

“Relax,” Rane said. “She’s fine. Physically at least. I guess their leader, Circe or whatever, intervened. Her punishment is she’s being sent away from Winterspell.”

“But they don’t expel students,” Damien said. “They can’t. With their magic, they are forbidden from going back to the rest of humanity. She has to stay here.”

“I guess a loophole was found,” Rane said, shaking his head. “She’s being sent off to the portal, Damien. That’s what they did. Her test, whatever they mean by that, is to close it.”

“But that’s impossible...” Damien trailed off as he understood. “Exile,” he said quietly. “Nobody knows how to close it, and they’re keeping her there until it’s shut. Which will be never, which means she’s never coming back to Winterspell.”

“Yeah,” Rane said. “That’s what I got out of it too.”

“So, what do I do now?” Damien wondered aloud, worried about Anna, but completely unsure as to how he could help.

“I have an idea about that,” Rane said, flashing him a conspiratorial smile.

Damien considered his options quickly, then shrugged.

“I’m listening,” he said, crossing his arms.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Anna

“This is so unfair,” she moaned, slamming more clothing into her bag.

Courtney sighed and flopped back onto her bed. “You’re joking right? Girl, you should be lucky that they didn’t go with a more corporal punishment. I mean, with this there’s still a chance you could actually pass and become an Apprentice!”

Anna glared at her friend. “This is a sick joke, Court. Think about this. I do not get to return until I finish this test. Which is likely to be the rest of my life. Spent up here, in the snow, in miserable conditions. I’m going to die of pneumonia before I hit thirty. I guarantee it.”

“Well, now you’re just being over-dramatic. You chose this path. Now you have to deal with it. I love you to pieces, girl, but nobody did this to you except you.”

“And Damien,” she pointed out. 

“Oh no. You don’t go blaming this on him. You fell for him, and you make the choice to continue to see him, and then to not see him.”

“Yeah,” she said tiredly. “But you should have heard Master Loiner go off to Circe. I have never heard such language before in my life. She made me cry, you know, in front of the entire Coven.”

“What did you honestly expect was going to happen?” Courtney wanted to know. “Like, seriously, did you think the two of you were just going to magically get away with breaking the rules, never getting caught?”

“Um.” Anna didn’t have an answer to that one.

“They had no choice but to punish you. You beat up a Master!” Courtney snickered. “Which by the way was super fun and awesome to watch because that bitch deserved it, and hot damn. You should have seen you go, Anna! Fists of fury over here. I’m never going to get on your bad side again!”

Anna sighed and sat down. “Thanks. I think. I won’t lie, it felt good to give her what she deserves, but I just wish I’d had a bit more control. I’d still rather be here, with you, doing things this way, instead of being exiled.”

“So just prove them wrong,” Courtney said, sitting up. “Go out there, study the shit out of the portal like you do everything else in your life, better than any of us, and shut the damn thing down. If anyone is actually suited to doing this, it’s you,” Courtney said forcefully. “That’s no word of a lie.”

“You really think so?”

Courtney nodded. “Something tells me this isn’t a raw-power solution. It’s a brainy solution. Someone with smarts is needed, who will think it through, not try to overpower it. That someone is you.”

“You know there are smarter people than me here, right? Like, the Coven isn’t made up of idiots.”

“Maybe,” Courtney agreed. “But they did come up with the stupid rule to stop us from being around the dragons unless we’re young or old. Like they fear all us fertile women are going to go get pregnant or something.”

The two laughed. 

“Thank you,” Anna said, going over to hug her longtime friend. “I’m going to miss you, you know.”

Courtney shrugged. “The others going with you, they won’t be there permanent. I’d bet most of my non-existent fortune that the next group that goes out will include yours truly. Courtesy of being your friend.”

“Yeah. I wonder how Genna is taking this?” Courtney asked.

“What do you mean?”

Courtney sat up straight. “You haven’t heard? She’s one of the others assigned to go with you.”

Anna shook her head. “No, I’ve been a bit busy, I hadn’t heard that. Why?”

“Again, we’re your friends. Everyone knows that. They probably figured if they sent me first time around, it would be far too obvious that they were “punishing” you instead of giving you a test, since I was there when it happened.”

“’Cause it’s not obvious at all,” Anna snorted. “But you’re probably right. Poor girl, I’m going to have to find a way to make it up to her. To both of you.”

Courtney waved her hand. “Life here is getting a bit dull anyways. I’m ready to spice it up. Maybe I’ll go find Damien while you’re gone.”

Anna just glared as her friend laughed, holding up her hands. 

“I kid, I kid. You know I wouldn’t do that.”

“I know. But you’d have to find him first,” she muttered, returning to packing her things.

“Find him?”

“Yeah. He hasn’t come to our rendezvous since, and nobody seems to know where he is either.”

“You’ve asked?” Courtney seemed surprised.

“Altair seems to think I’m okay,” she said, naming one of the other storm dragons. “I thought he hated us, but he’s passed messages along for me before. But this time, he says he has no idea where Damien is. That the dragons are quietly looking for him too.”

“He’s missing?” 

“Or he just doesn’t want to see me anymore,” Anna said. “Which makes a lot more sense. He got his fill. Had his way with me, and now he’s ready to just move on from there.”

“Are you sure about that?” Courtney asked uneasily. “I don’t know, Anna.”

“I have no idea, but if I ever see him again, I swear I’m going to blast him so hard,” she growled, clenching her fists angrily. On the near wall, her staff rattled slightly as her magic reached out to her companion, sensing her readiness to use its power.

Courtney got up and came to sit next to her. “Easy. Easy. Come on, you know it’s probably nothing like that.”

“It could just as easily be that too though, and you know it,” Anna countered. “After all, men are like that. They just want the...the...booty, and then they’re gone.”

“They want the booty?” Courtney repeated.

“That was a terrible analogy, but you know what I mean!” she said, throwing up her hands in frustration.

By this point, Courtney was snickering loudly, on the brink of full-blown laughter.

“Ahoy, me matey! I am here to plunder yon booty!” Courtney called in her best pirate voice, before throwing herself at Anna, howling with laughter as she hung from the irate witch. “Oh, come on, that was funny!”

“Maybe,” Anna admitted, chuckling a little. “But despite poor word choice, you know what I meant.”

“Did I? I mean, I don’t know, you never provided much details. Did Damien, um, plunder your booty?” Courtney giggled some more as Anna glared at her.

“For your information no. My booty is still, um...”

“Afloat?” Courtney suggested. “It has not as of yet been punctured by the large cannons of the enemy?”

Anna groaned and fell back on the bed. “Okay. That’s enough out of you. I should be going anyway; the others are waiting for me.”

Courtney sobered. “It’ll be okay. Genna will be there with you, and then I’m sure I’ll be there next. We can do this, Anna. We’ll find a way to shut that damn portal. You just keep it together and do what you do best.”

“What’s that?”

Courtney wrapped her up in a hug. “Prove everyone wrong about you.”
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Anna

She dropped her bag on the cot and walked back out of her room.

The “Outpost” that the Coven had decided to erect near the portal was a small cluster of buildings. There were the sleeping quarters, kitchen and communal living area and a supply and storage shed. That was it, nothing more. 

“What an absolute joke.”

“I’m sorry, Gen,” she said, apologizing to her friend. “I...I didn’t know that you would get swept up in this with me.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. Two weeks, that’s it. I can handle two weeks out here.” Genna smiled bravely. “It’s the others you have to worry about.”

Anna nodded grimly, noting the other four witches, including one Initiate Bowen, who she just knew was going to be trouble before the two weeks were up. This had Master Loiner’s fingerprints all over it, and she wondered what the Master had planned.

“What about them?” Genna looked over Anna’s shoulder.

“I have no idea. I...I assume they’re sleeping in here with us,” Anna said uncomfortably, knowing who Genna meant.

Both Altair and Rane had joined the little expedition, assigned by the dragon leader Rokh to come with the witches to the outpost as backup, in case anything came through.

“So much for not fraternizing,” Genna muttered.

“Yeah. It’s okay, we’ll figure it out,” Anna said, patting her friend on the shoulder, trying to force a positive smile on her face.

“Did he come out to see you off?” Genna asked, using a quieter voice.

“No.”

Anna had been the last witch to depart from Winterspell, her wind steed launching itself after the others as Anna delayed as long as she possibly could. But there still had been no sign of Damien.

“I’ll find a way to send word back to you if he starts showing his face now you’re gone,” Genna said. “That sonofabitch, how dare he do this to you and then just avoid you like that.”

Anna smiled. She’d put a lot of thought into whether or not Damien was avoiding her, and she still didn’t have an answer, but it seemed more and more like he had been. After all, where else would he have been?

“I’m going to go for a walk,” she said. “Before that storm hits us.”

“Okay. Be safe.”

“I will,” she said, heading for the exit, pulling the hood of her robes up over her head.

On the way in, they had spotted dark clouds moving through the mountains, a clear warning that another winter storm was headed their way. Anna didn’t intend to get caught out in that weather on her own, but right then she just needed to be alone. By herself, with her own thoughts.

She walked outside, noting the portal itself, a shimmering oblong shape hovering four feet off the ground. Anna made a note to erect some sort of cordon around it, so that nobody would accidentally walk into it or get too close. They had no idea what the effects of that would be.

The portal. Her final task, and the only way she would ever get back to Winterspell.

How the hell am I supposed to figure out magic cast by dragons? This is ridiculous. I’m never going to be able to understand how they made this thing. It’s not at all like our own rifts.

Anna couldn’t even feel its presence when she quested out for it. None of the witches who’d tried could sense it. It was like, to their magic, it simply did not exist.

Her footsteps took her past the portal and out into the snow-covered trees. The portal and Outpost were sheltered on three sides, one by the bulk of the mountain, with two fingers of rock stretching out to create a dead zone in between. The buildings themselves were nestled back against the sheer wall of the cliff face, sheltering them from much of the wind. On the fourth side, the trees rose up and headed down the slope of the mountain to ground level.

It was into these forest giants that Anna headed, wanting to be alone with her premonitions of failure. With her staff at her side, she did not fear any of the predators that roamed the slopes. Her magic would protect her.

“Anna.”

She spun as a familiar basso rumble sounded from off to the side.

“You,” she hissed, straw-blond hair and brilliant blue eyes capturing her attention, and also her hatred.

“Hi,” Damien said calmly.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” she snapped, remembering at the last moment to keep her voice low. “Where have you been?”

“I had to come see you,” he said, spreading his hands wide, as if he’d expected her to know that. “I missed you.”

“You missed me?” she yelped, then covered her mouth as Damien hushed her. “Yes, yes, I know. Be quiet.”

“Of course, I missed you,” he said. “How could I not?”

Anna worked her jaw to find the right words to express her incredulity at both his presence and the words he was uttering. “You do realize, somewhere underneath that thick skull of yours, that you had two days to come find me. Two days that I spent packing and preparing to come out here, where you weren’t around. Two days I spent thinking you didn’t want anything more to do with me.”

Damien frowned. “Anna, I couldn’t. But don’t think it’s not been driving me mad not being able to see you. That I haven’t been thinking of you.”

“What are you talking about?” she said, pulling back her hood to better glare at him. “You avoided me. You got what you wanted from me and then you just left. Like all men. I should have listened to Circe the first time. She warned me you would do something like this.”

“What on earth are you talking about, Anna? “Got what I wanted”? What does that mean?” Damien was looking at her with consternation in his eyes, brow wrinkling more and more with every passing second.

She tried to meet his gaze, but the longer she stared, the more her mind started to tell her she’d misjudged his actions.

“I...I thought that once you’d, um, had me, that you, didn’t need me.”

“You mean that since we slept together, I was over you and wanted to move on to the next? That’s what you mean, isn’t it? You thought I was just using you to have your body. That I wasn’t interested in anything else about you.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, I guess.”

“You’re wrong,” he rumbled. “I hope you realize that.”

“Then where the hell were you?” she cried. “You had days to come see me. To send a note. To communicate at all. But you didn’t.”

“I had to leave, Anna. To leave Winterspell.”

Anna rocked backward. That wasn’t the answer she’d expected at all. “What? Why?”

“I passed out in the barn after you left. When I woke up, Rane was there. He’d found me and told me about your punishment. I had a split-second decision to make. Go accept my punishment from Rokh, and likely never leave Winterspell, or run away. Hide out in the mountains, and—”

“And when I came here, you could come find me without worrying,” she finished.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Damien said apologetically. “I wanted to. But it needed to look real. If Rane had told you I was out here waiting, you wouldn’t have acted the same. People would have known what was up. It...it had to be real.”

“I’m still upset, but if you’re serious, then I’ll get over it,” she said. “But it’ll take time for my emotions to calm.”

“I understand,” Damien said. “I’m not happy about it, but I am happy to see you again. The idea of never being able to see you again. To be near you, I couldn’t stomach that. I had to do whatever it took, so that we could be together, at least somehow, some way. I...”

She bit her lip as he faltered, his emotions showing through the normally stoic exterior.

“Anna, there’s something I need to tell you,” he said, looking up suddenly, eyes focused on her, and only her. “Something I’ve been thinking about, that I want you to know.”

“Okay,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “I’m listening.”

“Anna, I—”

A blast of black energy slammed into Damien from the side and flung him out into the depths of the forest, smashing him through at least one sapling along the way.

Anna spun to see where the attack had come from. Initiate Bowen stood off to the left, wand raised. The magical weapon swung from where it had been aimed at Damien, to point at Anna.

“Initiate Sturgis, under the authority given to me by Master Loiner of Winterspell Academy, I hereby arrest you on charges of treason. Resist, and I will incinerate you.”

Anger blossomed in Anna, but she kept herself under control. In a straight-up magical fight, she didn’t stand a chance against Bowen. The other Initiate would be able to follow through on her promise with fair ease.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” she snapped, looking out into the forest, trying to see where Damien had gone.

“We figured you would continue scheming with that rogue dragon. You’re probably trying to figure out how to open the portal to admit more of his kind. But we’re not going to do that. Now, you will come with me at once.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “You are an absolute idiot!” she shouted. “You couldn’t be more wrong if you tried to be. Why I—”

The wind picked up and a giant ethereal hand reached down to swat Bowen aside.

Damien stalked back into the little clearing, twigs and brush still embedded in his clothing and clinging to his skin.

“You just made a big mistake,” he growled as Bowen’s magic sliced through the barely visible wind-hand, dispelling it. 

“Time to teach you a lesson.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Damien

Magic cracked and spat at him from Bowen’s wand, but Damien was already moving. Wind grabbed at the snow in the trees and on the ground and spun it in a violent vortex that descended on the witch, trapping her like a snowglobe.

“Damien,” Anna called. “You can’t kill her! She needs to live.”

He turned a wide-eyed stare at Anna. “You can’t be serious.”

Yellow-gold light flared to life inside the globe as Bowen sliced her way free.

“Very serious. If you kill her, they’ll never stop searching for you. They will kill you, and the rest of your people will be imprisoned or worse. Please, don’t kill her!”

Gritting his teeth, Damien nodded. He’d been about ready to summon a thunderbolt that would have obliterated the loathsome witch, but instead he lifted a palm and a blue-white fork of lightning spat across the distance at Bowen.

This time though, the Initiate was ready, and a silvery curved wall about six feet in front of Bowen deflected the blow aside.

Damien grunted as the return strike swept in with unexpected speed and smashed him to the ground, the same black energy as before pummeling his left shoulder. Pain lanced into his core and he closed his eyes against it, rolling with the impact.

“For interfering in Winterspell affairs, and for assaulting an Initiate of Winterspell Academy, I hereby sentence you to death!” Initiate Bowen proclaimed, going on the attack as she came in at Damien from the side.

“We’ll see about that,” he growled, his earlier restraint fading as he got a better idea of the Initiate’s strength and powers. 

Blackness came at him again, but it was met with blue-white lightning that stopped it cold, tendrils of azure energy working their way deeper into the magic until it simply shattered Bowen’s spell.

The skies above rumbled ominously, and Damien grinned. That wasn’t even him. The storm from earlier was moving in now, perhaps summoned by his own anger, perhaps of its own volition. But as the weather broke over them, he launched a blistering assault on the witch.

Blast after blast, from his hands and from the skies above slammed into her protective shield, shrinking it in diameter and forcing her backward.

To her credit. Bowen tried to fight back, but the storm was Damien’s home, his element, and he opened himself to it completely. Air swirled and snow came with it, moving so fast the little snowflakes cut like ice. Damien was no frost dragon, but the winds were his, and he used them now.

A tremendous bolt of lightning shot down from the heavens, exploding on the ground less than ten feet from the witch. The shockwave blasted the Initiate from her feet, throwing her across the ground like a ragdoll. 

Damien gestured and lightning jumped across his body as he prepared to strike one more time.

“Don’t kill her!” Anna shrieked. “You can’t kill her!”

“She deserves it,” he rumbled, turning to face Anna, fully aware of the fearsome visage he must cast, his eyes likely disappeared behind the turbulent storm clouds of blue-white energy that infused his body, lightning crackling across his skin like he was some sort of godlike figure from myth.

“I don’t care,” Anna snapped, standing her ground. “You kill her, and we’re done. Over. Understood?”

Damien reared back, surprised at her outburst. 

“You would do that for her?”

“She’s a witch, like me,” Anna said softly. “She’s just been misguided by someone with a lot of hatred. She could still come around. But not if you kill her.”

Damien stared. “You are a remarkable woman,” he said quietly. “Just when I think I know you, you go and show me another side of you.”

He gestured distractedly and a blast of lightning shot out and took Bowen in the chest just before the recovering witch could cast another spell.

“Very well.”

The lightning energy dissipated. But not the winds. Damien focused and the air rushed in, wrapping itself around Bowen like a blanket and chains before lifting her into the air.

“What are you doing?” Anna wanted to know.

“Sending her back to the Outpost. Where she can’t bother us.” He flicked a finger and the package took off, bouncing off a nearby tree trunk as it went. “Oops.”

Anna glared at him, but he just shrugged. “Guess my aim was a little off.”

Then, closing his eyes, he let the power leave him, emptying his body of the excess energy. 

“You done?” Anna asked uncomfortably, looking around.

“Yes, why?”

“Uh.” Anna pointed at the wall of snow surrounding them. “What’s all that?”

“That’s the storm,” he said. “I’m just keeping it at bay from us so that we’re comfortable.”

A twelve-foot radius around Damien was cleared of the heavily blowing snow, which reduced visibility to near nothing on the other side of it. The blizzard was here, and it was a brutal one.

“What do we do now?” Anna asked, stepping closer to him.

“Now you come with me,” he said.

“What? To where?”

Damien grinned, putting an arm around her. “To my lair.”

Anna shied away. “What? Your lair? That doesn’t sound ominous and threatening whatsoever!”

“Oh, but it is,” Damien rumbled deeply. “Very ominous. Super-duper ominous.” He grinned, letting her know he was joking.

“You’re sure?”

“Well you can’t exactly go back to the Outpost, now can you?”

Anna shrugged. “I’m sure Bowen will fly back to Winterspell. They’ll spend a day deliberating what to do. We’ve got some time before we really worry about that.”

“Then you can spend it with me.” 

Damien gestured, and two storm stallions, similar to the animals he’d seen in the barn, just larger, shimmered into life. “Do you trust me?” he asked calmly, holding out a hand to Anna.

She looked at him, at the stallions, then at him.

“I do,” she said quietly, and took his hand.
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[image: image]


Anna

“You realize, don’t you, that you’re adding kidnapping to your list of crimes now.”

Damien grimaced. “Yeah. How does it feel to be dating a bad boy?”

Anna gaped. “How can you make light of this?”

“What else would you have me do?” he said with a shrug as they completed their descent to a ledge on the side of the mountain.

They hadn’t flown for long. Anna had no idea where they were exactly, the storm preventing her from seeing outside the protective sphere Damien was keeping about them. For all she knew, they could be fifty feet above the Outpost, or ten miles away.

“I don’t know, maybe take it seriously? Your life is quite likely in danger now. Your people’s safety as well.”

“Perhaps. But this is what’s best for you, Anna.”

Their stallions landed on the ledge, and slow dispersed until Anna’s feet touched solid ground, preventing her from ever having to actually get ‘off’ the wind-created animal. That was a neat trick, and she’d have to remember it for her own creations next time she flew.

Then Damien’s words clicked in.

“Wait a minute. Best for me?” she yelped. “How the hell is this any good for me?”

His blue eyes clouded over and he stroked the strong lines of his jaw in thought. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

“You should try,” she said quietly. “Like, try really hard.”

Ahead, the storm cleared, revealing a cave set into the side of the cliff.

“Your lair, I presume?” she said, walking forward. “And I’m not letting you off the hook. You have to answer that question.”

“I just know,” he said quietly. “This is where you need to be. With me. We need to be together. My entire body calls for it. Tell me yours doesn’t. That you don’t feel better around me. Stronger, more dynamic. Smarter. Everything.”

“I don’t feel very smart right now,” she muttered. “I just got tricked into coming to a cave.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. A real lair? A secret hideaway maybe. Trapdoors and furniture. A secret room where you plot evil things. I don’t know, Damien! But I expected more than a small cave on the side of the mountain!”

Damien shrugged. “I only had two days to set it up. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.”

“You never answered my question though,” he pointed out as they went inside, both of them forced to duck low to avoid an overhang.

Once inside, she straightened, looking around. It was bigger than she’d thought it would be. As seems to be the case with everything about Damien.

“Well isn’t this cozy looking,” she remarked. 

“It’s not much, but I did what I could. Rane smuggled a lot of stuff out for me.”

Off to the left was a large pile of blankets and other material piled to make a bed of sorts. At the front were the remnants of a fire, though it was still warm, meaning it hadn’t gone out long ago. Even as she watched, Damien shot sparks from his fingertips that reignited the flames. A minor gust of wind broke up the smoke and forced it out the exit.

“Must be nice having powers like that,” she said quietly. “I could think of a lot of good uses.”

“You still didn’t answer my question,” Damien replied in an equally soft voice.

“Which one?” she asked, trying to sound calmer than she was. It didn’t work.

“You know exactly which one. The one where I said that I feel different around you. And asked you the same.” He kept facing her as she walked around the cave, looking at the boxes of food supplies and water jugs.

“Maybe,” she admitted.

“We have to figure this out,” he pushed. “To prove to everyone else that there’s a reason we’re drawn together. That they should be letting us explore this, not trying to prevent it. There is something going on here, Anna. You know it. Not just attraction, though there’s that too, at least from my side.”

“I’m attracted to you as well,” she said, seeing no harm in admitting that. “Let’s not pretend otherwise. But what you’re talking about, I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do,” he said. “I know you do. I can feel it in you. I see it in your eyes. You’re just afraid, because you don’t know what it is. But neither do I. Yet it’s still there, Anna. We can’t change that.”

“You’re really passionate about this,” she observed.

“I’m passionate about you, Anna. I have been since the start. I didn’t know why, I still don’t know why, but I’m not hiding it. I’m not denying it. Not anymore! I want you. I need you, in a way I’ve never needed anyone, anything, before in my life. This is real, and I’m not backing down until everyone else sees it.”

“But what is it, Damien? What’s going on here?”

“Whatever it is,” he said, stepping closer. “Whatever it means. I want you to know that I’ll figure it out with you. We can do this. Together. All you have to do is say okay.”

“Then what?” she asked. “Say I do say ‘okay’. What next?”

“Next? Next, we explore it. Stop holding ourselves back and just let go, be free. And see where it takes us.”

“Damien, I don’t know,” she said, shuffling nervously from one foot to the other. “I like you. I can admit that now. But what you’re talking about, that’s something bigger. Something more. I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet,” she protested weakly.

“I’m not asking you to do anything,” he said quietly, coming close enough to take her free hand. “I’m just saying we need to stop holding back. That doesn’t mean we’re going to rush into anything, it just means we no longer stand still. We let whatever is going to happen, happen.” He was looking down at her, eyes wide, open, and for perhaps the first time, unguarded.

The scariest part of it all, was that Anna liked what she was seeing. What she was hearing. Liked it so much. Everything in her, even the core where she reached for her magic, was alive, beating with a frenzy that she couldn’t deny. 

But acknowledging that, and letting herself explore it, that was two different things. Was she ready for the next one? For the next level?

“Damien...”

“Anna.”

She inhaled slowly. 

Where was the harm in it? She’d been exiled, was likely going to be thrown in prison once the Coven caught up with her. Her life couldn’t get any worse. Maybe, just maybe, if she stopped resisting things, she would be able to enjoy at least a little bit of happiness before everything came crashing down.

“You had better kiss me before I realize what I’m doing,” she said, deciding that it was time she stopped being afraid.

Wind swirled at her feet, lifting her from the ground so that the tall shifter could kiss her without bending over. She wrapped her arms around his neck and fell into him, letting herself go completely.

“You had better be right about this,” she whispered as he took her over to the blanket-bed, lowering her down into its depths. “Because if you aren’t, I’m gonna whoop your butt and—”

“Shut up,” Damien said with a grin, and kissed her again.
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Anna

They fell into one another there in the mountainside, fire roaring near the entrance.

It would have been romantic beyond belief if they weren’t fugitives, but Anna didn’t care. Here she could be free with him, even if just for a little while, and that was more meaningful to her than anything else.

Damien undressed her carefully, moving tenderly and with passionate care as he stripped her of her shirt and pants, taking his time while he divested her of the rest, until she lay naked beneath him, exposed and beyond turned on.

“No,” she said when he went to kiss between her legs. “I want to do you now.”

Damien paused, but he didn’t protest as she sat up, kissing him back while she grabbed the hem of his shirt and lifted it free, dragging her fingernails down his chest as he tossed the garment away. 

“So much muscle,” she whispered, admiring his chest, tracing the outlines of his pecs, feeling the ripple of his stomach as she ran a hand down it, over his belt, and stopping just shy of what she knew lay behind.

Pulling loose his belt, she made him stand up, tugging the pants down to his ankles, leaving him clad only his boxers, which did little to restrain the hardness of his cock. The fabric was stretched to its max. Anna admired it for a moment, running her hand along its length, feeling the thickness, remembering what it was like to have it inside her.

Then she pulled his boxers down. Both of them were naked now, she on her knees, Damien standing. Her mouth went around the tip of his cock, swirling her tongue smoothly before dipping a little lower. A low groan filled the cave and turned Anna’s lips up into a huge smile. 

Now this was power. She moved up and down his shaft, alternating between eyes closed and looking up at Damien, watching his face react to her actions. She liked to please, loved seeing him enjoy himself, that was a major turn-on for her. Damien wasn’t afraid to express himself either. His hands played with her hair, stroked her face and generally kept him involved while she sucked him.

“I think I’m ready for you now,” she said as she pulled his cock free from her lips. “If that’s okay with you.”

“Uh huh,” Damien grunted, eyes glazed over.

Anna smiled and lay back, letting him drop to his knees between her legs. He entered her slowly, like the first time, pausing every time he saw her face tighten, giving Anna all the time in the world to relax and accept him.

“Fuck.” She all but moaned the word. It had only been a few days, but somehow, she had forgotten just how intense it felt, taking his entire length. It was like he was perfectly molded for her, fitting just enough to stretch her, but not too painfully. Just a little twinge to know she was working to take him.

They rocked back and forth, neither one wanting to break the connection between their hips, yet both so very clearly desperate for more. Her entire body ached, and the throbbing between her legs growing stronger with every passing second.

“I need you to fuck me,” she said. “I need to come so bad.”

He wasted no time putting action to word, thrusting in and out of her with more gusto than she’d expected. Perhaps her mouth had left him needing release more than she’d thought.

Anna grabbed at her breasts as he went harder, holding them still, gently rubbing her nipples as well, enjoying the extra stimulus, but also enjoying the way Damien’s eyes widened as he watched her.

“Fuck, you look so hot touching yourself,” he rumbled, leaning more overtop of her than before.

Taking that cue, Anna pushed things to the next level by sliding one hand between her legs.

She thought Damien was going to come just from that sight alone, the way his eyes practically bulged out of his skull. It didn’t help that she was falling more into it, letting herself enjoy it all, the way his eyes roamed her body, the bliss his cock was inflicting on her entire body as he slid deep and then withdrew.

Toying her clit faster, she didn’t hold back. Her body tightened, eyes flying open, locked on Damien. 

“Are you going to come?” he asked.

She nodded frantically, unable to summon any words as the throbbing built to a peak in a nanosecond, then exploded out from between her legs. Anna let go with her other hand, breasts bouncing wildly as she held on to Damien’s neck instead, frantically rubbing herself while he continued to fuck her.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped, somehow on the verge of climaxing again. “Just go. Just fuck me, Damien, holy shit!”

Her cries bounced off the walls and echoed around them, but she barely noticed, her world shrunk down to her fingers on her clit and his cock inside her. Nothing else mattered.

Anna shuddered and then something inside her released. Fresh wetness pulsed across his cock and her world went bright white for a moment as she came yet again, a thundering climax rendering her mind senseless.

The only thing that pulled her back was a growl as Damien lost control. She bit her lip, looking down between her legs as he pulled out, covering her stomach and even up to her tits with his warmth. She shivered, secretly enjoying being marked by Damien as his. There was something...exciting about that, that she’d never found with anyone else before.

When he was done, he collapsed over her, resting on his elbows and knees, gasping for breath. Anna, for her part, lay flat, limp and still. She had no energy, the frantic lovemaking having drained her entirely. The intensity she felt with Damien was unreal, demanding everything from her even for such a short period of time.

She lay there, trying not to smile, but also trying not to worry about what would happen next.

There was no point in that. Not yet at least. She could deal with those thoughts later. For now, she was trapped in the cave with Damien while the storm raged.

Only once it passed would she have to face the consequences of her most recent actions.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Damien

The storm was gone.

It had lasted most of the night, and only in the early morning hours had it finally begun to wane, having vented its fury over the valley below his mountainside home. Damien raised a hand to block out the sun’s light, looking way across the valley floor.

The Outpost was just beginning to dig itself out. One of the dragons was outside, winds swirling as they cleared rooftops and pathways between buildings with ease. There were many little ways in which control of the wind could be used to make life easier.

Damien had selected this particular cave on purpose. There was no way he was going to be out of sight of Anna, and so he’d picked a high vantage point where, with subtle manipulations of the air around him, he could refract the light and still see far enough to make out what was going on. Which meant line of sight.

“We have to go back,” Anna said quietly.

He jumped, not having heard her approach while lost deep in his thoughts.

“Sorry,” she said, coming up to nuzzle into his arm.

“I was just distracted.”

“By what?”

He looked down at the top of her head, and then using his left arm, condensed the air in front of her face and pointed. “That.”

“Wow,” Anna breathed, looking through the makeshift binoculars. “This is pretty neat. You can see the outpost from here.” She was silent a moment. “You were watching it. Waiting for me to arrive.”

Damien nodded. “I didn’t want to be away from you for a minute longer than I had to. When I saw you wander away, I rushed down and across the valley to meet you.” He smiled to himself, a memory of the thunder of his heart as he’d approached, eager to see her, but apprehensive of the greeting he would receive.

“We need to go back to it,” she said quietly. “We can’t stay up here.”

“Already?” he asked, knowing she was right, but having hoped that maybe she would stay up here with him for another day. Just the two of them, snug in the warm cave and in each other’s arms, nothing to worry about. Free to be together.

“Yeah, already.” Anna wrapped her arms around his waist from the side as she cuddled up to him. “You know that too.”

“They’re going to have issues with us,” he pointed out.

“We’ll solve them.”

“It might not be that easy.”

Anna shrugged. “Nothing worth having ever is.”

“They might try to imprison us.”

“Then we’ll have to make sure we have a reason for them not to do that.”

He grinned. “Your resiliency never ceases to amaze me, Anna. You are just a remarkable woman. Never change.”

“Thank you.” She squeezed him.

“But what kind of reason can we give them?” he wanted to know.

“The only reason. We find a way to close the portal.”

Damien had suspected that she was going down that route. He too could not think of anything else that would keep them out of further trouble. Not after the way he’d sent the mage packing. That was going to earn him a reprimand no matter what. But if they could close the portal before others arrived from Winterspell, then perhaps they could negotiate. 

“You’re thinking if we can close the portal, they’ll just agree to call it equal? No praise or reward, but also no punishment?”

“That’s my hope. I can’t think of a better option,” she said. “Can you?”

“No,” he said softly. “Not for a lack of trying, though.”

“I know, Damien,” she said, unclasping her hands from around his waist so she could rub his chest with her right arm. “I know. But if we close it, one of the biggest issues facing our peoples will be gone. The witches will be able to rest easy and feel more comfortable providing shelter to the rest of your people as we find them.”

“Seems like a bold plan. I’m not sure I trust in your Coven enough for them to just relax once it’s closed, but it definitely should put them at ease, I’d say.”

“Exactly. And your people can relax, knowing that you’re safe. That the enemy you were fighting, that destroyed your planet, is gone. Never to return.”

Damien could see her logic. It made sense. He just hoped that the others would see it the same way.

“Master Loiner won’t rest easy,” he said. “She’ll make a big stink about it no matter what we do.”

“That’s a problem down the road,” Anna said. “We have to close the portal first. Do that, then we can plan from there.”

“Will the others let us come back?” he wondered, thinking of the other witches. He wasn’t worried about Rane or Altair, as they wouldn’t care a lick. They thought the witches were being ridiculous and uptight about everything. Anything to be a thorn in their side would please those two.

“I think so,” Anna replied slowly as she thought about his question. “Bowen was the biggest problem, but she’s gone now, back to Winterspell to tattle on us. The others...most of them are just resentful about being sent out here; they don’t really dislike me one way or the other. So, if we are nice to them...” she trailed off.

Damien sighed, knowing what she meant. “I promise I won’t beat anyone up unless they threaten us.”

Anna arched an eyebrow.

“I won’t strike first?” he amended.

She smiled happily. “Much better.”

Damien rolled his eyes but didn’t protest. “Well, I’m ready when you’re ready, I guess.”

Anna thought about it, then tugged his hand, pulling him back into the cave. “Maybe not quite yet,” she said. “What’s another half hour or so, right?”

Damien followed. He was going to cherish this time, because once they left his little makeshift lair, neither of them knew what the world would have in store for them.
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Anna

“It’s so small. I’d forgotten just how tiny it was,” she said as Damien set them down nearby the portal. 

The little oblong shape measured no more than six inches across at any one spot, its silvery-purple shining light easy to spot from a distance, however, making it appear larger than it actually was.

Four large stakes had been erected around it before the snowstorm, cordoning off the area so nobody accidentally wandered into it.

Her boots crunched into the fresh layer of snow, sinking halfway up her shins before finding solid footing underneath. The storm really had dropped a layer of snow on everything in the valley.

“What I don’t understand, is how it managed to remain open,” Damien said. “The dragons that opened it needed to focus in unison, all concentrating their powers together.”

Anna nodded. He’d told her of the process, of how it had taken twenty-four dragons working in concert to open it up and stabilize it. To the best of her knowledge, any spell that operated that way would collapse when one link was taken out.

Yet somehow, the dragon portal hadn’t collapsed. Not completely. Of course, it was unlike any spell she’d ever heard of before. Travelling to other words? Preposterous. Even the Abyss was but a parallel world of Earth itself, existing in the same region of space, but on a different plane, one made from magic.

This though...this was something else entirely. It screamed more of technology than magic. Of course, dragon magic was innate. 

So is ours, I suppose. We’re born with it, latent talent that we must train. But we have to actively learn it, whereas the dragons just seem to...to know it. 

Anna didn’t understand it. 

“You’re back.”

They both turned to see Rane and Altair standing in front of one of the buildings.

“Yeah,” Damien said, speaking up. “We are. We need to find a way to close this. It’s our only hope to get us out of trouble.”

Altair nodded, while Rane looked bothered by the statement. 

“Do you want us to deal with the others?” Rane asked cautiously. “To give you time to work.”

Anna scoffed. “No, of course not. The others aren’t going to fight us. They just want to stay out of it entirely, I’m sure. No, we should be fine to do this on our own.” She sighed, pacing along the front of the portal. “If I could just feel this thing, get a sense of it, then maybe I could close it. But it’s invisible to me.”

“Invisible?” Damien asked.

Anna shrugged helplessly. “I can feel earthly magic. Like this,” she said, holding up her staff. “Here.” She chucked it to Damien, who caught it smoothly. “Now, if I feel with my magic, I can sense that, I know it’s there, and even if I were blindfolded, I’d be able to tell you that something magical is over there. But with that—” She spun to point directly at the little hovering portal, “—well that just doesn’t exist to me. So, I can’t get a sense of it, can’t learn its patterns. I can’t unravel it if I can’t feel it. Do you understand?”

She glanced at the other two dragons first. Both of them nodded. Then she turned to Damien, looking for final confirmation that what she’d said made sense. But the storm dragon wasn’t staring at her. He was staring at the portal itself.

“Damien? I asked you if you understood,” she said.

The storm dragon didn’t respond at first. When he did, he spun to face Altair. “You put the posts in around it, correct?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Yesterday, before the storm hit.” Altair shrugged. “Why?”

Damien began backing away from the portal. “So why are there tracks in the snow?” he said quietly. “Tracks that only lead away.”

Anna’s gaze swung down to the snow, and she saw them there too. Partially obscured by the snow, but still visible if one looked for them. They led past her and the others.

“Toward the outpost,” she said quietly. “Something came through during the storm.”

“And it never went back,” Damien confirmed, reaching her side, handing her staff over.

They linked up with Altair and Rane, the quartet slowly approaching the outpost. It was several hundred feet back from the portal, the witches wisely having decided to keep some distance from the unknown magic. But that meant it would take them some time to close the distance.

“We need to warn them,” Anna said quietly, speaking of the other four witches that had come with her. “So that they can prepare themselves.” She was scared. One of her best friends was up at the outpost, unaware. Vulnerable.

“If we do that, then the Infected will know that we’re alerted to its presence, and strike at once. The closer we can get before that happens, the better,” Damien said cautiously. “We can stop one of them. Between the four of us, that shouldn’t be an issue.”

What Anna noticed Damien carefully avoid saying, was whether only one of them had come through. She steeled her nerves as best as possible, determined not to fall behind the dragons as they advanced, following the tracks as best they could.

This is what you’ve trained for. What you’ve been working toward for your entire life. Something has come through to harm humanity. You are one of the few who stand between them and the unknowing masses. This is your duty. Now do it.

She inhaled sharply, spine straightening. Magic came easier and she gripped her staff, ready to put its deadly spells to good use if she had to. Anna had never struck in anger before, with intent to harm, but this time...this time she would.

“Anna,” Damien said quietly. “I want you to—”

The first attack came without warning, exploding among their midst.
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Damien

One moment, he was about to tell Anna something he desperately wanted her to hear.

The next, he was smashed up against a thick tree trunk, agony drilling into his brain as he fell to the ground, the snow cushioning his limp body as he wheezed a breath.

The strike had been devastating. Damien pushed himself to his knees just in time to see the infected frost dragon erupt from a pile of snow. His brothers were nowhere to be seen, likely flung away as well.

Only Anna was still there. A greenish haze surrounded her, a protective magic that had blunted the strike. 

“Sisters!” she shouted, her voice amplified to reach the outpost. “We are under attack. We must fight back!”

“Anna, no!” he shouted as the infected dragon swept in on her, its eyes red, jaw hanging open. Icy scythe-like blades formed across the infected dragon’s arms and torso. If he got close to Anna, they would open her fragile skin to the bone and beyond. She didn’t stand a chance.

Orange light shot from the tip of her staff as she thrust it forward with a shout. Wind billowed back her robe as the flames struck the frost dragon in the upper chest. The infected creature spun away under the impact, losing its footing and going down. The blast wasn’t strong enough to have caused any real damage; the creature had reacted more out of panic than anything else. But it had bought her time.

Anna wasted no time, conjuring a magical steed from air and racing toward the outpost where the other witches were slowly emerging from their tent, unsure of what was going on.

Damien snarled to himself, seeing that she was safe for the time being.

This was his problem to deal with. His people had brought the thing to Earth, and they would send it back. The clear sky rumbled dangerously, black clouds billowing in from over the mountain behind the outpost.

Damien wasn’t the only one calling upon the skies to aid him, and the air grew dark swiftly. Both Altair and Rane were coming to their senses now, though Damien didn’t pay them any attention. This Infected had tried to strike at his woman. The person he cared for the most.

“You’re mine,” he roared savagely, lifting a finger as the pale-skinned creature got to its feet, focusing on the sound of Damien’s voice.

As it looked up, a lightning bolt flicked from his finger to its face, catching the Infected full in the nose, flipping it over and onto its back.

Snows closed in over it and suddenly, it was gone from sight. Damien lashed out with another lightning strike, his blue-white bolt hitting home a split-second before two others laced the area in energy.

The snows evaporated and blew away, but there was nothing below them. The Infected creature was gone.

Damien looked around wildly for any sign of it, noting both Altair and Rane nearby as well, back on their feet and looking mad.

“Where did it go?” he bellowed, but nobody had an answer. 

A sudden cold thought occurred to him.

“Anna, it’s coming for you!” he bellowed, trying to get the attention of the witches.

But it was too late. Snow flew everywhere as the dragon shot out from one of the deep snowbanks, where Damien’s fellows had piled the excess as they cleared the outpost out from the storm. 

The massive creature spread its wings wide, claws forward as it tried to grab a pair of the witches with its hind legs.

Damien stared in horror, noting Anna was one of the ones it was going for. Everything seemed to happen in slow motion.

The silvery-white claws stretched forward to the group of witches, while the blood-red dragon eye on this side of its skull looked at Damien. Taunting him.

But the witches weren’t helpless. The same green-colored magic that had protected Anna earlier formed around the quartet, but this time it was brighter, stronger, surrounding them in a jade dome.

The dragon’s claws struck it and the creature screamed in agony, a wordless noise. Then it recoiled away, and Damien gaped, noting the tips of the claws themselves were burned free.

Wings beat ferociously as the dragon hovered in air over the witches. Damien called to the storm forming above, dark clouds reflecting the brilliant green light from below. The dragon inhaled.

Damien released his blast, Altair just ahead of him and Rane’s a split-second behind.

The dragon breathed, and a storm of ice blasted away at the shield, shrinking it and then blowing apart the witches, scattering them as it struck in the middle.

The trio of attacks from the storm dragons struck the Infected before it could follow up its attack, hurling the infected dragon around and down, the earth shaking from the tremendous impact.

Damien was up and charging in seconds. They needed to put the creature down, and fast. He thought about changing, of taking it on in his dragon form, but he didn’t want the witches to get confused in the heat of battle. They might think him another one of the enemy, and the last thing he needed was friendly fire. 

Thunder boomed in the sky above and he readied a killing blow that would hopefully fry the Infected’s brain, or at least stun it long enough for the three of them to finish it. 

Before he could strike, fire blossomed from his left. 

Only Damien’s swift decision to fall flat on his face saved him. He fell into the snow as fire washed over, the heat singeing the skin on the back of his head before he fell out of the attack.

A second Infected had come through!

The fire dragon struck again, and the three storm dragons scattered, launching counterattacks but trying to split up so they wouldn’t all get caught in the fiery attacks. 

Once Damien was clear, he looked around for the frost dragon, eager to finish it off, but once again, it was gone. Two of the witches nearby were stirring. He recognized one as Genna, Anna’s friend, but the other wasn’t Anna. 

“Damien, look out!”

He glanced over his shoulder to see the fire dragon lining up an attack on these new prey, the witches still recovering their senses from the frost dragon’s attack and for the moment, completely vulnerable.

“No!” he roared, throwing himself in front of the unknown witch. Crossing his arms in front of him, he pushed the storm’s energy into his blocker.

Fire hit the lightning and heat washed over him, but it went no further.

“Get up,” Damien grunted, unable to keep it up for long. “Get up now!”

The witch saw what was happening and shock spurred her back to her feet. “Thank you,” she said with a gasp, and then raced behind one of the buildings to safety, helped along by Genna as the two of them sought a moment to recover and reorganize.

Of Anna and the other witch, there was no sign.

Damien held on a split-second longer, then he launched himself in the other direction, narrowly avoiding the stream of fire as it burned a hold through the snow down to the ground.

He couldn’t hold back any longer. Altair and Rane came at the fire dragon, distracting it. Damien used that momentary respite to call to his other side. 

Clothing ripped and tore. His body swelled in size, giant humps forming on his shoulders moments before wings burst forth from his body, stretching wide as Damien landed on all fours, bright blue scales dulled in the darkness as the storm clouds blotted out the last of the sun’s light.

His flanks expanded as he sucked in breath, and then a massive lightning bolt thicker than his human body’s girth lashed out, melting scales and sizzling flesh along the neck of the fire dragon.

It belched flame in return, but Damien was ready, and winds tunneled the flame around in a circle, directing it back at the fire dragon. 

He leapt at the creature and the two tumbled around in an awkward fight, aerial creatures battling on the ground. His claws sliced open the Infected’s belly, scales and blood coloring the snow bright red. A return slash ripped open his front right shoulder, blue scales breaking up the growing sea of red.

Damien shouted and backed away, letting Altair and Rane move in close.

The fire dragon shot flame at Rane, who dove out of the way a hair too slow, fire washing over the backs of his legs, bringing a cry of pain from the youngest storm dragon.

Fire billowed in a huge cloud, forcing all the storm dragons back, and when it was gone, so was the Infected.

“They’re working together!” Damien snarled, realizing that the creature had shifted and dived into the snow, the frost dragon using its powers to conceal their movement as they slid through the white powder without a trace.

He went over to Rane, protecting his friend while waiting for the attack to resume, but it never did. 

Genna and the other witch came out from around the building, but that was it.

“Where are the others?” Damien asked, panicking at no sign of Anna. Where was she?
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Anna

The ice attack flung her backward. 

Anna didn’t have time to do much more than curl into a ball and hope for the best. She hit the snow and plunged in deep, the snowbank swallowing her up. 

Her staff.

Where’s my staff? She tried to feel for it, but everything was still blurry, and her brain was trying to catch up with everything that was going on. An Infected had come through the portal and attacked. 

Which meant she had to kill it before it infected others, creating a new army that would take over this planet too, like it had Damien’s homeworld of Dracia.

Not while I’m still living, she thought to herself, viciously digging a path out of the snowbank. Getting to her feet, she saw a big crimson-scaled dragon rear up just as another massive creature with sky-blue scales slammed into it. She had only seen him take that form once before, but Anna would recognize Damien anywhere.

The two dragons went down, the huge mound of snow blocking most of her vision of the fight happening on the other side of it. 

Nearby, she heard a groan. Looking around, she saw a foot sticking out of a snowbank. Rushing over, she helped dig Initiate Lowry out of the snow.

“Are you okay?” she asked hurriedly, watching the two dragons out of the corner of her as limbs and occasionally a wing were visible over the snowbank.

“I think so.” Lowry stood up, snow cascading from her hair and shoulders as she shook herself. “That hurt, but yeah, I’m all here.”

“Good.”

Initiate Lowry frowned. “Hey, wasn’t the dragon that attacked us white?”

Anna whirled to look at the two fighting dragons. Neither of which was white. Her brain returned to normal as that fact registered home. The one that had blasted the witches with its icy breath had scales of a blinding white, like snow reflecting the sun’s light. It had been unmistakable.

So, where had the red dragon come from? More importantly, where had the white one gone?

As if answering her question, the snow mound in front of the two witches moved, and an oval section opened to reveal a bloodshot eye.

Anna yelped as the snow dragon slithered free, keeping itself low to the ground, snow moving of its own accord to keep it covered. 

“Run!” she shouted, pushing Lowry off to one side.

The other Initiate fled, but the dragon kept coming, its eye focused solely on Anna. Helpless before its strength and power, she turned and ran, arms churning as she dug through the snow as fast as possible.

It wasn’t going to be fast enough.

In her headlong flight, Anna tripped over something in the snow, banging her shin hard against it as she fell. Reaching down to see what it was, magic surged through her hand as she wrapped it around the object.

Her staff!

Getting up, she ran onward as the giant monster came after her, one red eye or the other always visible as it came on like a snake through grass. Anna rounded the corner of the main building and then spun back the way she’d come.

The dragon head appeared in the snow, and she unleashed the spell she’d been building.

Orange flame spat forward, catching the creature right in the eye. The white of its lid snapped closed and it recoiled in what she assumed was pain. Anna pumped her hand in victory when the eye didn’t open up again.

But the dragon kept coming. She fled again, rounding the far corner of the sleeping cabin and booked it for the edge of the forest. The dragon was large, and among the trees it would have a hard time keeping up, forced to wind its way between the trunks, theoretically giving her an advantage.

“Come on, Anna. Think!” she muttered, dodging between a particularly thick cluster of trees, glancing over her shoulder.

The dragon just went straight through most of them, only avoiding the larger trees. Branches and pieces of trunk went everywhere as the white dragon just mowed them down.

There was nothing she could do about it. No way that she could stop the dragon, not with her strength. It was going to catch her, and eat her, or worse, turn her into one of its own. Anna nearly broke into tears at the thought, surprised by the strength of her own feelings.

She would never get back to Winterspell, never get back to prove to the others she was worthy of Apprenticeship, that she was good enough to be among them. 

But worst of all, she would never get a chance to truly explore things with Damien. To see where they led, what kind of future the two of them might have. After all, nobody knew if dragon and witch DNA were compatible. Could they bear children? What would they be?

All these thoughts and more raced through her mind as she plowed through the snow, desperately trying to shake the dragon on her tail. 

She was going to lose. Her life. Damien. Everything.

The emotions built, and built, coming on stronger as images of past, present and all possible futures slammed into her, an epiphany pummeling her mind, making it hard for her to run.

“Stop it!” she shouted to no one in particular, needing to focus. “Stop it now!”

But they built, hammering at her head, telling her of everything she was going to miss, everything she would never get the chance to know.

Like love. 

Would she ever find love? Would she ever love Damien? Did he, or could he, ever love her? 

The monstrous white maw closed in on her, the one good eye focused on her, its redness like a laser beam, locked and ready to fear. Lips pulled back to reveal teeth as long as her arms, perfect for slicing her to pieces.

Anna had never been in love before. And now she never would be.

That last thought pushed her over the top. There was no more running. No more fleeing. If she was going to die, she was going to do so facing down her attacker and making them hurt as much as possible.

Magic surged through her body, filling her veins with its song, singing louder than it ever had before.

With an unholy scream, she planted one foot, spun, and unleashed every ounce of power she had at the creature just as it loomed up to bite down on her.

Flame burst from her staff, a two-foot-wide spout of orange-red fire that struck the white dragon square in the breast, burning a hole through its scales. The sheer force of the impact picked the creature up and flung it backward, blasting it through a tree trunk and onto its back, where scales continued to crackle and snap as the heat burnt them back.

The dragon thrashed in agony, managing to flip onto its stomach as Anna stared in shock. She’d never before been able to summon such power, such raw magic. Nothing even came close. A fireball enough to blind the dragon’s eye? Sure, she could manage that. But this? This was something else entirely. What had happened?

She didn’t have time to think it over, because the dragon was recovering. But as it saw her approach, the tip of her staff glowing orange, it dove into the white on the ground. Snowflakes spun up, blinding Anna in a temporary blizzard that reduced her visibility to zero.

When she cut through the snow globe, the dragon was gone, leaving no trace of its presence.

Anna sagged against a tree, looking at her staff, and then at her hand.

“What the fuck just happened to me?”
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Damien

He looked around wildly, but none of the others had any answer. Focusing for a moment, he returned to his human form. Rane took his own pants off, tossing them to the naked Damien, who wisely ignored the wide-eyed stares from the witches. 

He needed to find Anna. It was at that point, as he finished doing up the pants, that the third witch appeared.

“Where’s Anna?” Damien demanded before the woman could get a word in. “Where did she go?”

The young woman, clearly frightened by what had just happened didn’t answer, her eyes wide.

“What happened? Did you see her?” he shouted, barely restraining himself from shaking the poor girl in his panic.

“She pulled me from the snow. After the, after, the dragon attacked. Then the snow moved, and the white dragon was there. She pushed me away. I ran. The dragon went after her.” The witch sagged. “I’m sorry. I just ran. I should have fought. I should have helped her, but I was so scared, it was so big and strong.”

The woman was in shock, clearly babbling and unable to realize it, but the important details were coming out.

“Where!” Damien snapped, fear bubbling higher in him at every moment.

Anna was a strong woman, but that strength unfortunately didn’t translate directly into an ability to defend herself from an infected dragon. None of these witches could handle one of his kind alone. They simply lacked the strength of their magic to do so. If the dragon had cornered Anna alone...

He shook his head, fearing for the worst. 

“Behind that building,” the witch said, pointing off to her right at the largest of the little cluster of structures.

Damien dashed off without waiting, his heart thundering in his chest, spurred by adrenaline-based fear. They couldn’t have gotten her. Not now, not after they’d broken through yet another barrier, exploring whatever it was that was growing between them. She had to be safe. He had to save her!

He raced around the corner, but there was no sign of her.

“Anna!” he bellowed, looking this way and that. Where was she?

He looked down at the ground, noting melted snow. The fire dragon hadn’t come this way, he was positive of that. Which meant...

“Anna,” he breathed. She had fought back!

He followed the tracks, jogging down the length of the building, then out back and into the forest. The footsteps were spaced fairly far apart in the snow, he noticed, his worry rising again. Wherever it was she’d been going, Anna had been running. Fast.

His long legs carried him forward. Ignoring the branches that slapped against his upper body, Damien dove into the forest, noting the trees that had been blasted apart, half the time following what could only be the path of the ice dragon. He picked up Anna’s footprints again as she went left, and the dragon went right.

“Anna! I’m here! Where are you?” he called, turning to the left and right as he went. 

She had to be okay. Had to be fine. If Damien had lost her, he didn’t know what he would do. The idea of facing his own kind in battle was one thing but having to fight someone he cared for someone he...even his mind shied away from the word, but not for the reason he thought. 

It would be easier if she were gone, to not acknowledge the way his feelings had evolved for her. Not now, at least. Not until there was at least some sort of closure, as horrible as that was to think about.

That’s enough brain. Anna is alive, I can feel it. We’re going to find her. Now.

“Anna!” he called again, still following the trail. How far had she gone? He didn’t think his fight with the fire dragon had lasted that long...

All at once, he came to a stop. All around him the snow was melted and even the pine needles on some of the evergreen trees had met the same fate.

“What did this?” he asked, looking around, noting the diameter of the heat blast. “What other foul creature was here?”

“It wasn’t a creature that did this,” a voice said from off to his left.

Damien whirled to see Anna leaning against a tree trunk, staring at the opening, the scorched marks on the ground, with a blank spot in the center of them. Damien did some quick thinking and realized the not-quite-burned area was about the size of a dragon.

Had...

“Are you saying you did this?” he asked, approaching the shell-shocked woman cautiously.

It was hard to restrain himself from rushing over and picking her up, but something had occurred here, something that had left Anna not quite all there.

“Yes,” she said, looking up, a tiny smile forming on half her face. “Can you believe that, Damien?”

“I...I did not think you had such power,” he admitted. “To unleash this much fire...” he waved his hands around the clearing. “How?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know, Damien.”

Her legs started to wobble, and he raced in close, catching her swiftly before she had a chance to hit the ground, lowering her into his lap, holding her close to his chest. With one hand he gently pulled her staff free, laying it on the ground next to him.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “Did you get hurt?”

“I’m fine,” she said. “Completely and totally fine. Except...Damien, I hurt it. Bad. I burned a huge hole in its chest with a blast of fire unlike anything I’ve ever been able to summon before.”

“Are your powers evolving?” Damien wasn’t sure how that worked with humans. 

“No. No that’s not how it works. I can learn more complicated spells, but the amount of magic I can call, that I can control, that’s finite. Nobody has ever increased their magic before.” She paused, eyes unfocused, distant. “But I did, Damien. I did.”

“How?”

She turned her head, looking at him with those same vacant eyes. “I thought of you,” she said. “Of losing you. All my fears, my dreams, they all focused and when I attacked, just before it ate me, I had more power available to me than I ever did before.” She shrugged, bouncing his arms as he held her tight. “So, I attacked that nasty thing and beat the shit out of it.”

Damien gaped as Anna began to giggle. “I did it. I, Anna Sturgis, beat the crap out of a dragon with my magic! I did it!” she threw her head back and howled with laughter.

He didn’t even get a chance to ask if she was okay again before the laughter turned to tears and Anna flung herself at him. “Oh Damien,” she gasped, fingers digging into the muscles on his back, holding on for dear life. “I thought I was never going to get to see you again.”

“I’m here,” he said calmly, stroking the back of her head, dragging his fingers through her hair, the black strands smooth and soft to his touch. “I’m here, Anna. I’m here.”

He repeated that over and over again as she shook with tears, though the sobs slowly faded. The sounds of her struggling to get her breathing under control and to regain her composure reached his ears, but he ignored them, just continuing to hold her.

“Are you okay?” she asked, noting at last the large gash on his opposite shoulder from where her head was tucked in, dried blood reaching down to his waist.

“Yeah, I will be,” he said. “It’ll heal fast enough.”

“Are they...are they gone?”

“For now.”

“But they aren’t dead, are they?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“No,” he said quietly. “And that’s why we need to get back to the outpost. As much as I want nothing more than to hold you in my arms forever, we must be going. Soon.”

He didn’t want to put this weight on Anna, but there was no choice.

“We have to kill these creatures now. Before they can replicate. Or else there will be no stopping them, and your world will fall, just as mine did.”

Anna sniffled loudly before sitting up straight in his arms. “Okay. Let’s go,” she said, extracting herself from his grip, much to Damien’s dismay. He liked having her so close.

“Here.” He handed her the staff from the ground.

It surprised him to note how tentatively she reached for the magical implement. That wasn’t good. Damien needed her to be in full control, to be trusting of her powers.

“Anna, are you going to be okay?” he asked. “I need to know now.”

“I think so,” she admitted, giving him a look that was less than confident. “I just...what if I can’t do it again Damien? What if I need to use that kind of power, and it doesn’t come to me?”

He nodded. “I don’t really know how to give you any sort of advice on this. I’m not familiar with your magic, not yet. Though I hope to be in time,” he added with a little smile that he hoped was reassuring. “But if it came to you when you needed it most, then I suspect it came to you for a reason, Anna. A good reason. Believe in yourself, and you will always have the power you need.”

She smiled up at him, then surprised him by grabbing his neck and pulling him in for a quick kiss.

“Thank you,” she said after they reluctantly broke apart, neither wanting it to end, but both of them knowing that bigger, more important things awaited them now. 

The Infected were here on Earth, and Damien intended to ensure they never got away. No other planet would suffer like his people’s had. No matter what it demanded of him.
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Anna

They walked back to the outpost hand in hand. 

Anna no longer cared who saw it, or what other people thought of her relationship with Damien. They had fought side by side, her witches and his dragons, and they had all come out alive. It was time they started putting their silly issues aside and acting as allies.

A bigger enemy awaited them all.

Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for her to realize that the others didn’t see it that way.

“Bowen was right after all, I see.”

Anna turned, mouth dropping open in shock. “Lowry?” she gasped. “You can’t be serious right now.”

The Initiate whom she’d helped save from the frost dragon’s wrath had noticed them approaching the outpost and had come over to confront them. Gone was the look of gratitude on her face, instead replaced by something similar to what Anna had seen on Bowen’s face when she’d confronted her and Damien in the woods.

“Look at you. Holding hands with him, flaunting the fact that you two have likely been intimate.” 

Anna’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we were still fifteen and back in high school out there,” she snapped. “Where who kisses who is what you judge someone on. Have you really not moved past that? Are you really so immature still?”

Lowry’s face darkened. “Damien, you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit harm, and for assaulting a witch of Winterspell.”

“This is a joke, right?” Anna said, dropping her hand from his and gripping her staff tighter. She wasn’t about to let everything just frazzle apart.

Rane and Altair had come over now and were arrayed off to one side, both of them watching Damien. They were waiting for his lead to see what to do, she noted. 

“Why do you hate them so much, Jane?” she asked, leaning on her staff. “I didn’t take you as one of Master Loiner’s little cult. I thought you were better than that, capable of thinking for yourself.”

Jane Lowry snorted in disdain. “So did I. Then I got sent out here on some punishment detail. Look where trying to stay apart from politics has gotten me. Do you think I want to be here? Do you think I deserve to be here?”

“Did you ever think that you got sent here because, oh I don’t know, the Coven had faith in you? That they thought you were strong enough and worthy enough of such an assignment? That maybe they sent you because if I screwed up or left, you would be the one best suited to take over in my absence?”

For a moment, Lowry seemed to consider Anna’s words. “If that were the case though, Anna, they would have sent me because they know that I would uphold their rules. Which includes arresting Damien for what he did to Initiate Bowen.”

Anna cursed herself silently. She hadn’t thought that far ahead, but Lowry was right. The Coven would expect her to follow the rules.

“Except the rules have changed,” she said, latching on to her only hope. “The Infected. They were not a part of the plan. None of us expected or believed that they would be able to come through the portal, did we? But they have. Not just one of them, but two. Here, on Earth. That changes things, Jane, and I think you know that as well as I do.”

The other Initiate chewed on her lip. “Maybe,” she admitted. “But not enough. They’re gone now. We can get backup from Winterspell and go after them. We don’t need their help. Which means I have no choice but to arrest him. And you too, if you abandoned your post last night.”

“She didn’t abandon anything,” Damien said, speaking up at last. “I made her come with me. She didn’t have any choice in the matter.”

Lowry’s eyebrows went up slightly. She clearly didn’t believe that story, but without any evidence to prove otherwise, she would be forced to go with Damien’s version of the story.

“Then you are under arrest for two counts of assault on a witch of Winterspell, one count of kidnapping.” Her rod, a two-foot long piece of wood as thick as her wrist came up and began to glow blue. “Please come with me peacefully. I really don’t want to fight you.”

“Wait, Jane, you can’t do this!”

Anna blinked as Maddison Tolle jumped forward, putting herself between Damien and Lowry. This was most unexpected. After Bowen, Tolle had been the most vocal anti-dragon proponent in the little group of witches assigned to the outpost. Why was she now sticking up for Damien?

“What are you doing Initiate Tolle,” Jane said, waving her rod to the side. “Get out of the way.”

Tolle shook her head. “I can’t. You’re making a mistake.”

What the hell...

“How am I making a mistake? Unless you’re going to admit that you did everything?”

“No of course not,” Tolle snapped, irritated at the ridiculous question. “But you’re making a mistake. Just like I made with the dragons when they first arrived.” She exhaled heavily. “And maybe mistakes I made before that.”

Anna remained silent, stunned. What had caused Tolle to have this sort of epiphany, she wondered? 

“But then, in the middle of the fight, Damien saved me. He jumped in front of the fire dragon. Took the attack that was meant to kill me.” She shook her head. “I would never in a million years have expected such an action from him or his kind. But there it was. It did happen, and he did so without hesitating, either. Like he never thought otherwise.” 

Tolle looked at the ground, shoulders slumping in what felt like shame to Anna. “I know I wouldn’t have done the same.”

Anna didn’t know what to say, and by the looks of it, neither did Jane.

“This wasn’t your time to die,” Damien said softly. “We brought these beasts here, however inadvertently, and we would rather every last one of us dies before they hurt you.”

Maddison looked up with a grateful smile. “Thank you, Damien. But after what you demonstrated here today, it would be my pleasure to go into battle next to you, and if need be, save your life. You won’t face those things on your own when they come back next. Of that, you have my word.”

Initiate Lowry stirred. “That was touching, Maddy, but it doesn’t change the fact that he broke the rules. I don’t want to do it, but—”

“Then don’t!” Initiate Tolle snapped. “Use your head and think about this for once. He is not our enemy. They are!” she shouted, pointing in the direction the Infected had retreated. “So, stop further dividing us. We need to work together, Jane, not against one another. Can’t you see that? Things are different now. We need to start acting like it. Otherwise, we’re all dead when they come back.”

“We can’t wait for them to come back,” Damien said quietly while everyone else looked around, waiting for Jane to make her decision. “That’s the second worst option, after arresting myself.”

Jane frowned. “Reinforcements from Winterspell can be here in a matter of hours, Damien. The best thing we can do is sit around and wait for them. Then we will hunt down those Infected, I believe you called them, and rid our world of them together.”

“By then it will be too late,” Damien said.

“What do you mean? We hurt them. We drove them off. We have time to regroup now.” Jane was looking around the group for support for her plan.

But she wasn’t finding it.

“Jane,” Anna said, stepping forward. “We need to do this another way. Their way. Our rules don’t work anymore. These aren’t creatures from the Abyss that we’re up against. This is worse. Much worse. Let’s just listen to them, okay? They have far more experience with these Infected than we do.”

“Exactly. And yet they still lost their entire planet!” Jane shouted. “How does that make me trust them now?”

Suddenly, Anna understood what was driving Jane, what was making the woman do what she was doing. It wasn’t her desire to uphold the rules, to be the responsible one. That wasn’t it at all.

She was afraid. 

“I’m scared too,” Anna admitted. “Terrified. I doubt I’m the only one.”

Maddison shook her head, not denying it. “Petrified. I almost died once. You think I want to do it again?”

“I don’t relish going up against them,” Damien said.

Altair and Rane nodded their agreements, as did Genna, who had remained silent and watchful at the rear of all the commotion. “Me too,” she whispered.

“But we can’t let that fear paralyze us, Jane. We need to do this. To work as a team, the seven of us. Everyone is counting on us now. We can’t let them down.”

Jane looked around the circle of witches and dragons, realizing she wasn’t the only one feeling the way she was. “Why is this happening to us?”

Anna walked up to the woman, no longer afraid of any confrontation, and pulled her into a hug. “It’s going to be okay,” she said. “We’re going to win.”

“How can you know that?”

“Because next time, we’re going to attack them. We won’t be surprised. We’ll be ready for them.” Jane smiled bravely, but Anna knew the other woman’s courage was barely holding together. There was an equal chance she would freeze or attack when the time came.

I just hope it’s attack.

“We can’t waste any more time,” Damien said quietly. “It’s already begun.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, turning to face him, fear fluttering in her stomach.

“I think only one Infected came through the portal,” he said quietly. “I didn’t recognize the ice dragon.”

“What do you mean?” Anna didn’t like where this was going.

Damien nodded his head in Rane’s direction. “Rane was one of the first through. He says the fire dragon is—was—Tellan. He came through the portal with the first wave.”

Anna froze as the implications of that hit home. Damien saw the understanding in her eyes and nodded.

“Yes. They’ve already infected at least one person on this side of the portal. Maybe more.”

Oh fuck.
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Anna

“I still think our best option is to wait,” Jane said as the circle tightened, and they began to make their plans. “If these Infected are already growing in numbers, then how long before they’re too strong for us to defeat? If we go into battle against them, and we lose, they gain up to seven more of us on their side.”

Anna bit her lip. She hadn’t thought about it like that before. Not from the perspective that for every one of their team that went down, the enemy gained a new soldier. It was unpleasant to think about. 

If her friends and the other witches at Winterspell came under attack from their own kind, how would they respond? Would Courtney be able to kill the creature inhabiting Anna’s body? Or would she too succumb, thinking that perhaps her friend could still be saved, only to realize too late that Anna was already dead?

“And I thought vampires were bad,” she muttered.

“What do you mean?” Damien was confused. “Vampires?”

“Creatures from the Abyss. The magical netherworld. Their bite contains a poison that slowly kills the victim, making them crave human blood for sustenance when on the mortal plane. But while the poison creates a new vampire, it only does so with the body. The mind is still the same person. Memories, thoughts, attitudes. That doesn’t change, they just become this blood-sucking version of their former selves.”

“But not the Infected,” she said. “They kill the mind, but keep the body. Your friends will never know that it’s you. Perhaps not until it’s too late.”

Damien nodded. “That’s how it was in the early stages of the war on our planet. Kids were some of the first infected as it spread rapidly. Mothers were attacked. It’s why we have so few of either, and why they are so precious to us,” he admitted quietly. “We lost so many so quickly...”

“I can’t imagine the horrors you have seen,” Anna said, squeezing his arm, wanting to pull him into a tight hug, but knowing it was best not to do that in front of everyone. “It must have been terrible.”

Damien was silent, the whole circle reflecting on what it must have been like to watch your world die, killed by its own people, all while you were forced to fight them and kill them if you wanted to survive yourself. Anna couldn’t imagine...

“It was,” he said, clearing his throat. “But our world is dead. There’s nothing we can do about it anymore, unfortunately. Your world, however, is not. Earth still has a chance, if we strike, and if we strike soon. Kill them now, before they can spread, and we can save humanity from the fate that befell Dracia.”

Anna nodded. “You know I’m with you.”

Altair and Rane as well were in, no one ever doubting their commitment. 

That only left the trio of witches. None of them had faced combat before today, and Anna suspected that without something as tangible to fight for as she had with Damien, they were unsure of it all.

Well, you’re technically the patrol leader, Anna. Time to do your job and lead them.

“We’ve been training for this, girls. Since we first arrived at Winterspell, these are the types of events we have been training for, preparing for. True, we thought we’d be going up against a lone faery or rogue troll. Maybe a goblin tribe if we were lucky. But think about it. Do you think our ancestors were ready for what came their way when the big incursions happened?”

Genna and the others shifted uncomfortably.

“Exactly. How do you think they felt when Jack came across in the late 1800’s? He killed a bunch of our sisters in London before fleeing here, where he was finally stopped in San Francisco, but not before destroying most of the city and killing over three thousand people, including many of those who studied right here at Winterspell.” 

“But...” Jane started to say, but Anna wasn’t done.

“Do you think they were ready to fight Hitler and his army of vampires when they burst out of the Alps and took over Germany? Or when Poseidon himself slipped through a rift and flooded Indonesia not fifteen years ago? Hundreds of thousands died before we could stop him and force him out. Do you think the initial witches who encountered him were ready for that?”

Jane subsided. They all knew the history, of the dozens upon dozens of times that the Abyss had been breached on a larger scale, and the witches of the Academies across the globe had responded. That was what they truly trained for. The one-off incidents were nothing. It was the big ones they had to be ready for.

Like this.

“We are tasked with defending humanity from paranormal threats,” Anna said. “At all costs. That is our primary mission. Tell me this is not fulfilling that. Nothing in our mission specifically talks about the Abyss as our only area of responsibility. We simply haven’t encountered another type of threat. Until now. Join me, my sisters, and let us strike the first blow against this horrible enemy and help save others from a terrible fate.”

She saw Damien looking at her out of the corner of her eyes, his face filled with respect and gratitude. He knew they would have to take this threat on together if they wanted to survive, and she knew that the worst thing she could do was nothing. Dying would be bad but losing Damien would be worse.

Her body entire body sang for him, in a way she’d never before known with anything, let alone a man. When she was near him, Anna felt complete, felt whole. In fact, she felt more powerful too. Her magic came easier, and when she thought of him, she cast it stronger, like she had against the ice dragon.

He was her source of strength, it seemed. One of them, at least, because Anna was no weakling on her own. Her magic wasn’t the strongest, but her brain was something she’d worked long and hard to forge into its own weapon.

“I’m in,” Maddison, said quietly. “I owe Damien, but you’re right, Anna. This is our mission. Our cause. If we back down from this, then everything we’ve ever expressed about wanting to help others was just a lie. It won’t always be easy. Sometimes it’s going to be hard. It’s going to ask a lot, or perhaps everything, of us. But if we aren’t ready to answer, then we’re not true Witches of Winterspell.”

Anna nodded in agreement and thanks.

“Me too,” Genna said, coming to her decision. “You’re going to need someone to watch your back,” she told Anna with a little smile, attempting to lighten the mood.”

All eyes turned to Jane, the senior-most Initiate of the group, and also the strongest witch among them. Anna had long thought that in time, Jane would eventually become part of the Coven. She was that strong in the ways of magic.

“You’re pretty good at that speech thing,” Jane told her.

“Thanks. I don’t have your gifts with the arts, but I try to be strong in every other way I can. I never thought motivational speeches would be one of them, but here we are,” she joked.

“You know we’re just as likely to die as succeed, right?” Jane asked, looking at everyone.

“Yes,” Anna answered for them. “We do. If we fight, we might die. But if we stand around and wait, then other people will die. That’s the difference we fight for. That we must fight for.”

Jane sighed. “Alright, I’m in. Let’s kick some ass.”

There was no celebration at their unity, but a sense of accomplishment did come over Anna. She’d helped to give them their best possible chance at winning. That was something.

“Thank you for your support,” Damien rumbled. “Gather what you need. We leave in fifteen.”

Anna swallowed nervously. This was it. There was no turning back now.
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Damien

This is it. Your last chance. Don’t screw it up now. Take it; you might not get another one, and you don’t want to live with that regret. Tell her!

Steeling himself, he glanced down at Anna who was still watching her other witches as they returned to their quarters to prepare for battle.

“Do you need to get anything?” he asked.

Anna shook her head. “No. I have everything I need right here.”

He wondered if she meant more than just the staff in her left hand. Could she mean...?

You’ll never know if you don’t ask!

Fine. He was going to do it.

Damien leaned down to her. “Can I talk to you?”

She nodded, turning to face him. “Yeah of course. What is it?”

Shaking his head, he jerked it off to the side, away from his fellow storm dragons.

“Alone?”

Frowning, Anna nodded and followed him as he walked away from the cluster of buildings a little, past even where his brothers could listen in. He didn’t think they would purposefully eavesdrop, but it was hard not to hear things sometimes when they were said in range of your hearing.

“What’s up?” Anna asked when he abruptly stopped and faced her. “Is something wrong?”

“What? No, no nothing’s wrong,’ he said, not wanting her to get that impression. “In fact, the opposite.”

I think.

“What are you talking about, Damien?” Her fingers gripped the staff tighter.

“Um.” He was choking. Freezing in the moment, the words he wanted to say failing him.

“Thank you for coming, and bringing the others,” he said lamely.

Anna frowned, her eyebrows knitting together over those beautifully dark eyes that seemed to draw him in every time he looked into them. “That’s what you wanted to say to me in private?”

“No,” he admitted. “Not at all.”

“What’s up then? Is there something you haven’t told me?” She looked worried still.

“Anna, there’s something I want you to know. Before we leave.”

Her eyes opened. “Oh. Ohh.”

She seemed to be catching on to what he was doing now. At least, what Damien hoped he was going to do. So far, his nerves were failing him at every turn. It was one thing to stare down certain death and give it the finger, but telling someone how he felt about them? That was freaking hard.

“I don’t understand this,” he said, the words coming slowly. “I’m still confused by it all. I’ve cared for people in the past. I’ve had relationships, ups and downs. Good times and bad. Like anyone. But...” he smiled at her, feeling his heart fill to bursting as she smiled back, the joy on her face unlike anything he’d ever seen in a woman before. “But with you, it’s different.”

Anna nodded. “I think I understand. There is something here,” she said.

Damien’s eyes widened. “Yes. Not just feelings. Not just emotions.”

“Something tangible,” Anna said forcefully, clenching her free hand into a fist. “Like I can feel it. Touch.”

“But I can’t see it,” he continued. “Some sort of...of...like...link, between us.”

“A bond.”

Damien straightened, eyes looking into the distance for a moment. “Exactly like a bond. Yes. That’s it. I feel like we’re bonded, like something, somewhere, has decided that the two of us, we’re meant to be together. More so than either of us would ever feel with anyone else. Ever. When I’m around you I feel—”

“Stronger. Not just physically,” Anna said excitedly, shaking her staff. “When I cast that spell, Damien, I was thinking of you. Of all the things I would miss out on with you. My inspiration, the thing that granted me the power, it was you. I could feel it. I’ve never felt anything like it before.”

He shook his head, not believing any of it. “But what is it?”

Anna faltered. “Well I don’t know. I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”

“Me neither,” he confessed. “My people talk about feelings, about emotions, but nothing like this.”

“We use it in our books, in stories, but everyone knows it’s not actually serious. That people are just with someone right. But this goes beyond that,” Anna said, her voice trailing off. “But what does it become?”

Damien shook his head. “I have no idea about that, but there is one thing I know. One thing that I have to tell you.”

“What?”

“I love you, Anna Sturgis. That much is clear to me. Beyond any shadow of a doubt, I am thoroughly, completely and totally, unashamedly, unabashedly, one hundred percent, with my whole, entire body, fully and utterly—”

“I love you too, Damien,” she interrupted, grinning from ear to ear as his rambling died away. “You have everything I have to give and will always have it.”

He kissed her there, uncaring of what the others would say, not bothering to pay any attention. This woman was his, his soulmate, the other half of his being, and nothing any of the witches could say would take that away from him. 

“I feel so much better having finally said that,” he confessed. “It’s been on my mind since...”

“Since the barn?” Anna supplied with a teasing smile. “And here I thought you wanted me just for my ass.”

Damien grinned wickedly. “Oh, I intend on having your ass, as you say, but I want the whole thing.”

There was a noise behind him. Damien froze.

Anna blushed, looking around his shoulder and then leaning back. She pointed, her face completely red in the midday light.

Looking over his shoulder, he saw Genna and the other witches had approached and were standing no more than a few feet away.

“Ew,” Genna said bluntly. “Wow.”

Before Damien could reply, Anna stepped up next to him. “Right. And if Altair over there threw you over his shoulder and took you inside, you would object so much,” she said. “Don’t forget, I know your secrets. You think Altair is just so cute. You were gushing over him the first day the dragons arrived, going on and on about how hot he was.” Anna giggled. “So, don’t tell me you don’t understand.”

“Um. Anna.”

She turned to look at him. “Yes?” 

It was Damien’s turn to point to his left.

Altair and Rane were standing just out of her periphery, having come closer once the witches were ready.

“Uhh,” Anna said uncomfortably, realizing that they must have heard what she’d been saying.

“Thanks a lot,” Genna hissed, turning away to hide her embarrassment.

Damien held up a hand to silence his fellow storm dragon as Altair opened his mouth to speak. Shaking his head, he hushed him, recognizing that now was probably not the time for this.

“Is everyone ready?” he asked.

“Ready,” Jane said, taking control of the witches while Anna returned to Damien’s side. “But where are we going? They didn’t leave much of a trace as to their whereabouts.”

Damien smiled tightly. “There’s a few things about them that we learned during our fight. Most of it bad, but a bit of it helpful.”

“Like what?” Anna asked for everyone.

“They use their powers to hide their presence,” he explained.

“We noticed,” Anna said. “That’s how they got away. The ice dragon hid them.”

“Exactly. It hid them from our eyes down here. But any snow that the ice dragon creates will melt away after it passes. And any snow that it moves to cover itself, will leave marks elsewhere.”

“But we can’t see anything,” Jenna said. “It just looks like they dove into a snowbank and disappeared.”

“From down here,” Damien said. “Because that’s where they’re trying to obscure our vision from. But they don’t think like we do. Their concept of things looking ‘natural’ is not the same. If we take to the skies, we’ll see their trail as clear as daylight. Trust me.”

The witches looked to each other, and then shrugged, almost as one calling upon the air to form their normal steeds.

Damien shook his head. “No. Not this time.”

Anna and the others faltered. “What? How do you expect us to get there then?”

He grinned. “In style.”
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Damien

He ignored the startled yelp from on his back as he, Altair and Rane banked to the east, following the trail in the snow below. Like he’d said, from above, it was easy to spot the passage of the Infected. 

“I fail to see how this is in style!” Anna shouted. “This is terrifying!”

“How is this worse than flying on your little mounts of air?” he rumbled, keeping his eyes focused down below. They might come upon the Infected at any time.

Rane and Altair were watching the skies above them, while the women lay waiting, keeping their magic ready for when the time came.

That was why Damien had wanted them to fly on the backs of the dragons. He knew that the air mounts, while not incredibly taxing for the witches, still demanded focus and concentration from them. Much more than flying in their dragon forms did for him and the others. 

“Keep your eyes on the sky,” he said. “We don’t know that they’re below us.”

Or that it was just the two Infected. Damien hoped they were early enough to stop the spread, but he had no way of knowing for certain. All he could do was eliminate the ones he knew about and go from there.

“Is it just me or does the trail end where it gets rocky?” Rane called out.

Damien had noticed the same thing. The snow ended in a rocky section of mountainside that sloped up sharply, and all signs of the Infected’s passage ended. 

“They’re nearby, stay sharp,” Damien ordered as the dragons banked around the site, forming a large circle as they searched for more clues.

“Dive!”

The shriek from his back was all the warning he got. 

Folding his wings in tight, Damien dropped from the sky like a stone. “Hold on!” he bellowed, summoning the winds to him with a wicked grin, giant teeth flashing in the sunlight.

If the Infected had been stupid enough to come after him and his storm kin in the air, they were in for a rude awakening. 

Not that they think like this. They aren’t smart, not intelligent in the way we know them. They probably never even thought of the consequences.

Wind currents swirled around Damien as he fell, slowing his progress, solidifying into huge eddies of currents that whipped around him and his precious cargo like a tunnel.

“Damien?” Anna called uncertainly as they fell. “What’s going—eep!”

The tunnel hardened and suddenly, they were sliding. Through the air. Damien was like a bullet down a tube.

“Hold on tight!” he shouted as the tunnel rolled them up and over, giving him a chance to see what was going on.

Right on his tail was the fire dragon, wings beating furiously to keep up with the wind dragon as he rode his air tunnel like a water slide, spinning, ducking and moving with ever-increasing speed, trying to put some distance between them. 

“How am I supposed to hit him when we’re moving like this!” Anna shouted as they went through a dizzying set of turns and then shot straight upward at a speed the fire dragon simply couldn’t match.

“Get ready to hit it with everything you’ve got!” Damien roared, feeling the air around him, right down to the very molecules if he concentrated. This was his element, and he was in control.

His senses raced out, finding Rane and Altair, both of them doing what he did, but to lesser degrees of effectiveness. 

The frost dragon was closing in on Rane. Damien couldn’t see it, but he could feel it in a way he’d never felt before. A flicker of his brain and a miniature tornado spun the infected frost dragon around and dropped it several hundred feet before it recovered.

Even as he did that, his own body, Anna attached, looped up and over to point down at the fire dragon.

A vortex of skin-shredding wind erupted from his throat as he flung his anger and power at the infected creature. 

Anna lashed out as well, a brilliant beam of silver light slashing across the fire dragon’s nose. Scales froze and popped, the ultra-cold energy a direct counter to the fire dragon’s strength. Exposed skin under the scales blackened and the fire dragon fell away, revealing the still-healing wound in its chest that Anna had inflected before.

“Good job!” he roared, diving after the creature. “Keep it up!”

“I don’t even know how I did that!” she yelped.

Damien grabbed at the winds, charging them. Thunder clapped nearby as storm clouds appeared out of nowhere, racing in to cover the battlefield as he directed the very fury of mother nature itself.

The fire dragon landed roughly, bouncing and rolling as it shifted back to its human form. Evidently it realized that the skies were not a place for it to be. Nearby, the other trio of dragons also landed, Rane and Altair facing off against the infected frost dragon.

Anna slid free, somehow easily blocking a blast of fire that the human form of the fire dragon sent their way.

“How are you doing this?” Damien wanted to know as he got to his feet.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I really have absolutely no idea. I’m not complaining though, are you?”

“No.”

“And since when could you ride the winds like a rollercoaster?”

Damien wasn’t sure what a rollercoaster was, but he knew what she meant. “Always,” he said quietly. “But never while doing everything else I was doing. I feel...different. Stronger, like the air isn’t just my ally, but as though I’m a part of it.”

“Good,” Anna said, grunting as her green shield deflected more fire. “Now use it against this guy. That one was rough.”

Even her newfound magical powers had limits, it seemed. Damien thrust his hand upward, and lightning slashed down in response, filling his body with its spiky charge. 

He leveled his other hand at the fire dragon. The infected creature only had a moment to open its eyes wide before the fury of a storm blasted into its stomach, flinging it back against the rock face.

Damien stomped forward, ready to finish this off here and now. He would fry the damn thing’s mind and then Anna would turn its body to a crisp—much easier for her to do when it wasn’t fighting back. They would leave no hope for the infection to spread. 

“Earth is under my protection,” he snarled, and more lightning slashed out, this time impacting on the rock face and opening a thousand cuts on the fire dragon’s face and skin as it got to its feet.

“Look out!” Anna yelped, throwing herself to his left.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the ice storm race in, foot-long darts filling the air, ready to shred his skin and pierce his body, leaving him riddled with their deadly killing power.

But Anna was there instead. Orange light sprang into being in front of her, a finely woven mesh catching the spikes and shredding them into tiny little flakes that covered his skin in a fine dusting of their cooling touch. Damien snarled in anger as Anna slumped to the ground, totally spent.

And totally exposed.

Both the fire dragon and frost dragon launched renewed attacks directed at her, determined to kill at least one of their foes.

Damien saw that Altair and Rane were both recovering, the witches with them hovering protectively over one of their downed numbers. They weren’t able to help. Not fast enough.

He leapt over Anna’s body as she fell, landing feet spread apart, the light layer of snow and first layer of rock crunching under his impact.

“No!” he roared, one fist up to block the fire, the other to block the ice.

Winds roared so mightily even the ancient mountain seemed to groan in protest as he sucked in every ounce of power available to him. 

Lightning coursed along his skin, and through his skin. His veins sparked with charge, his eyes filling with power. Blue scales pushed up as his body partially morphed to contain the charge flowing through him.

Fire met wind and stopped cold. The ice spikes slashing in simply froze in place.

“Earth is under my protection,” Damien said, his whisper-quiet voice easily carrying over the completely stilled battlefield. “And you are not welcome to it.”

He clenched his fists.

Fire went out, robbed of its oxygen. Ice shattered and fell to the ground.

Then the skies vented their fury. Bolts of lightning thicker than Damien was tall struck the Infected. Their bodies didn’t explode, but they simply vaporized, everything happening far too quickly for even the dragons to process.

The lightning struck. The Infected disappeared, and just like that, the battle was over.

Damien staggered, falling to one knee as the bright blue scales of his heritage sank back into his skin and the energy faded from his body, leaving him weak and weary from what he’d just done.

Altair and Rane raced over to him, Rane managing to catch him before he fell to the ground, steadying the storm dragon.

“Damien. Damien, respond!” Altair barked.

“Will you keep it down?” he asked drowsily. “I’m trying to sleep.”

The other dragons chuckled.

“Sleep is for the weak,” Rane informed him. “You have other things to deal with right now.”

Fresh energy pulsed through him as he remembered where he was. And who he was with.

“Anna!”

Sitting up, he looked around wildly, sighing in relief as he saw Anna stirring too. She was unharmed. Tired, like he was, but otherwise—it seemed—unhurt.

“You okay?” he asked, shuffling to her side, not so much managing to hold her up, as leaning on her in a way that propped both of them up.

“Yeah,” she replied, sounding unsure. “Yeah, I am. I don’t believe it, but I am.” She looked around. “Did we win?”

Damien grinned. “We won,” he told her, finding the energy to sit up enough to kiss her. “We won. You’re safe now.”

“Good.” She yawned. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome,” he said. “Thank you. You saved my life there.”

“That’s what mates do for one another,” she said with a lazy smile.

“Mates?” he asked, confused.

“Soulmates,” Anna said, reaching up to stroke his face. “Because that’s what we are, Damien. In the most literal, physical sense of the word. I don’t understand it, but it must be.”

He considered her words. “You think that we are quite literally fated to be together.”

“Prove me wrong.”

Damien shook his head. “I don’t think I could even if I wanted to, which I most certainly do not. There is a connection here. A charge. Unlike anything else. If you will have me, Anna Sturgis, I will be yours, forever more.”

Her eyebrow arched. “Are you asking me to marry you? Because there are certain customs that go along with that.”

Damien frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean, but whatever I have to do to make you mine, to be yours, for eternity, I will do it. No matter what.”

Anna grinned. “I’m going to hold you to that. We humans have some fun customs for that sort of thing.”

Damien swallowed nervously, which only made his woman—no, his mate—burst out into laughter.

Just what was he getting himself into?
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Anna

Back at the outpost, they all gathered around, pulling chairs up to the central table. Helped by Lowry and Anna, Genna gingerly sat, her one leg completely bandaged up and unable to support any weight.

“I’m not made of glass,” she said, swatting Anna away as she tried to fret over her friend. “It’s all kinds of mangled, but I’m going to live, okay? Stop.”

“Okay, sorry,” Anna said, backing off, letting Genna relax into the chair, her injured leg resting on a makeshift footstool from a few boxes of supplies.

“I appreciate your concern though,” Genna said, taking pity on her. “I just wish I could have done what you did.”

“Don’t we all?” Jane Lowry said, chiming in.

“What are you talking about? You could have done that,” Anna said, scoffing at the other woman. “You’re one of the most powerful Initiates at Winterspell.”

“Even I don’t know if I could have deflected multiple blasts from that dragon,” Jane said uncertainly. “The ice dragon was trouble enough. I mean look how it blew through us and got Genna.”

“I don’t know,” Anna said.

“I think you do,” Jane countered, leaning forward on the table, not letting the conversation die out. “You know more than we do, at least. What happened to you? Where did you suddenly get that power from?”

Anna shrugged. “I don’t know for sure.”

“But you have an idea,” Jane pressed. “I know you do.”

Anna looked down at her hands, and past them, to where one of Damien’s hands rested on her leg. They all knew how the pair of them felt. That was no secret. But she hadn’t confessed things yet to anyone but him...

“I love Damien,” she said, the words eliciting a few gasps from the table. “Are any of you really surprised?” she challenged.

“Maybe not surprised,” Genna said, speaking first. “But didn’t expect to hear you say it out loud to the rest of us. Not yet at least.”

Anna nodded in understanding. “Well I do. And I’m no longer afraid to say it.” She smiled up at him, enjoying the way his eyes, such a brilliant and unusual shade of blue, sparkled at her words. “I realized it during the first attack on the outpost. I was trapped, had nowhere to go. I thought about everything I was going to miss with him. About my feelings for him. And all those emotions welled up inside of me, and when I latched on to them, I burned the frost dragon with more fire than I’ve ever possessed inside me before.”

The others were silent, processing that information.

“So, you think Damien is the source of your power?” Genna said into the silence.

Jane nodded. “That’s what it sounds like to me.”

“That’s what it feels like to me,” Anna said to the group. “Not just in my heart, like an emotion. But something literally tangible, you guys. Like a rope that joins us together, making us stronger.” She threw her hands up into the air. “I don’t know how to describe it. It’s not like anything I’ve ever felt, but it’s real. I have my emotions too, but this is separate from that somehow. Argh, I don’t know how to describe it!”

Jane rested a hand on her forearm. “It’s okay, Anna. You don’t need to justify it. We can see the evidence of it. There is something there. Something unusual. I’ve never heard of a witch gaining power like this.”

“Me neither,” Anna admitted. “Me neither.”

“Either way, we succeeded,” Genna said, slapping her hand down on her good thigh. “The Infected are dead, we’re alive. It’s good.”

Anna nodded. “Yeah. We succeeded.”

Except the portal was still open.

Everyone sobered as they looked at her, realizing that despite all the good they had done, Anna still wasn’t going home. Not yet.

The front door burst open and none other than Circe herself stepped through, wand drawn and at the ready. When she saw the assembled group of shifters and witches sitting around the table smiling and acting relaxed, she paused.

Anna held her breath. She was in a lot of trouble now.

“What is going on here?” Circe demanded as other Masters filed into the outpost main room, looking around for trouble that no longer existed.

“Circe, there she is. Sitting with him. Take them both!” Initiate Bowen appeared in the doorway, stabbing a finger at Damien and Anna.

Anna tensed as Circe focused on her. Then her eyes went over to Genna.

“What happened to you?” she asked, gesturing for another Master to go and see to the Initiate and heal the wound properly while she waited for an answer. “Did they harm you?”

Genna shook her head. “No not at all. They saved me,” she said, nodding her head at Damien and the other shifters. “The Infected caused this. One of the frost dragon’s ice spikes made it through our defenses and pierced my leg. Without them, I’d be dead.”

“We all would be,” Jane said, standing up. “Damien and Anna saved us all.”

Anna watched Circe take in that information, processing it as Jane filled her and the other Masters in on the events of earlier that day. Throughout the story, Initiate Bowen continued to get more irate.

“They are right there! The shifter assaulted me. He sent me back to Winterspell in some sort of cocoon that he created! Imprison him!”

Circe waved her hand at Bowen, who just sputtered impotently.

“Infected. Here? How?”

Anna shook her head. “We don’t know. Through the portal somehow, last night. We’re not sure. We couldn’t see any sign of change in it. But they were here.”

“Only one came through,” Damien said, speaking up. The other one we recognized as one of our own who came through the portal themselves. He must have been in the area and the Infected found him and overwhelmed him.”

Circe nodded slowly. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

That was what Anna admired about the woman. Despite the news that one of the Infected had somehow made it through the portal, her first instinct was to feel sad for the dragons that another one of their kind had been killed. That was a woman she could respect.

“Thank you,” Damien said solemnly. “I’m sorry for the trouble I have caused at Winterspell.”

Circe continued to nod slowly. “I believe you.”

Anna sensed a major ‘but’ coming. 

“But I also believe that, based on your actions defending my witches today, you did so not to cause trouble, but because you believed you needed to do what you were doing.”

Initiate Bowen’s eyes were bugging out as the Circe continued to refrain from doing what the young woman wanted.

“It was my fault too, Circe,” she said, speaking up. “I disobeyed your orders about the shifters. Punish me, not him.”

“Yes!” Bowen cried, but was silenced by a glare from Circe.

“By rights I should,” the head of the Coven of Winterspell said slowly. “But it sounds like you’ve done a great deed today as well, helping defeat these Infected. Should I punish you for that as well?”

Anna shrugged, not sure what to say in response to that.

“Perhaps, in light of these new circumstances, the two acts should cancel each other out?

Anna could barely believe what she was hearing. No punishment?

“What about for Damien?” she asked, speaking up. “He was just as instrumental as I was. More so, really. If he’s still going to be punished, then I am too.”

Circe sighed, tapping her jaw. “Perhaps I was too harsh on trying to keep our respective peoples apart. It seems that you’re getting along much better than I expected.”

Anna bit her lip, trying not to smile.

“Circe!” Initiate Bowen could no longer keep silent. “You can’t possibly be saying that! These two, they...they...”

The head of the Coven turned. “Initiate Bowen,” she said icily, emphasizing Bowen’s low rank. “I’m sure that I do not hear you telling me how to do my job. That’s not what you’re doing, is it?”

Bowen gulped. “No, Circe. Of course not.”

“Good.” The youngish-looking hand slipped from the robes again, tapping the smooth, defined jaw, which was all that Anna could see of the head of Winterspell. “Yes, I think my original idea is best. No punishments. No rewards.”

Anna held her breath as Circe turned to her. 

“You will rejoin Winterspell. Your Apprentice level tests will commence as planned along with the others. If you pass or fail will be entirely in your hands, Initiate Sturgis, though I suspect you will have no troubles with it now.”

“Thank you, Circe,” she said, bowing her head, trying to keep it together.

“And you,” Circe said, pointing at Damien. “While I cannot discipline you, I will not request that Rokh do so either.”

Damien nodded. “Thank you.”

“However,” Circe added emphatically. “I will state that there are rules in effect for the dormitories. I will not have you wandering around in there. Nor will you break the curfew rules of the Initiates,” Circe said, switching her gaze back to Anna.

“Yes, Circe,” she said, much more subdued this time.

Circe was right. Initiates had a curfew they were expected to obey.

But Apprentices did not.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Anna

Anna steadied herself, taking in a low, slow breath as the black door in front of her split in half and began to swing open.

This was it. The final part of her Apprentice test. She’d taken the written section and passed that with flying colors, though nobody had really expected her to do any different. Even Anna had gone into that feeling fairly confident. Her brain was not a weak spot.

The practical test had been little different. Potions and enchantments, she’d been able to demonstrate with ease. Potions had arguably been her weakest showing so far. She just wasn’t that interested in them, and it showed. She’d passed, but it was closer than she was comfortable with.

Enchantments was a different story. Her ward was stronger than even she’d expected, and she’d added new runes to her staff that channeled power even more effectively before. With her newfound strength in magic casting, she’d needed something that could help contain the power better. The alterations were exactly what she wanted.

Now came the final test. The most important one of them all.

The Challenge.

It was a magical simulation designed to test her combat skills against enemies from the Abyss that the witches might face. There was nothing easy about it, and this was where the majority of those trying to pass would fail.

Anna was determined not to fail.

Gripping her staff, she walked forward into the darkness, waiting as the doors boomed closed behind her. There was no going back now.

A voice spoke from everywhere and nowhere. “Initiate Sturgis. You have been granted an opportunity to take the Challenge, to pass from Initiate status to that of Apprentice of Winterspell Academy. This is a great honor and also a great test. Are you ready to proceed?” 

“I am,” she called into the darkness, standing firm.

“Then begin.”

That was it. No preamble, no warning period. Nothing. The voice cried out, and then the room was dark, silent.

Anna fed some magic into her staff and bright white light pulsed from the top of it. She flicked the staff in front of her and the ball of light split, with half of it arcing through the air, sticking to a wall. She repeated this in every direction, lighting her surroundings.

So typical they would start us in the dark. Humans are instinctively afraid of that which they cannot see. Make us nervous to start, more likely to overreact.

Anna was in a tunnel, she realized quite quickly. Not large, rounded at the top. 

From behind her, she heard the sound of many feet hitting the ground. Her eyebrows came together. No, not feet. Hooves. Lots of hooves.

Centaurs.

She smiled and, instead of running away, turned to face the oncoming sound.

After facing the Infected, a herd of centaur was nothing.

“Bring it on,” she hissed, and then Anna did something she never thought she would have done in the test.

She advanced to meet her enemy, staff blazing the way.

Nothing was going to stop her from becoming an Apprentice now.

***
[image: image]


DAMIEN WAS PACING AROUND in the waiting area, nerves clearly getting the better of him. He couldn’t help it. Anna was in there. His love. She was facing the biggest test of her life, and he couldn’t be there to help her.

“She’ll be fine,” Genna said from nearby, rolling her eyes. “Stop fretting.”

“I’m not fretting,” he said, crossing his arms and leaning up against the stone wall.

“Yes, you are. And it’s getting on everyone’s nerves,” the other woman said.

“Listen, just because you passed your test already, doesn’t mean you get to be arrogant about it,” Damien retorted. 

From nearby, Anna’s other friend Courtney laughed. “Right? She’s insufferable.”

Rane smiled from where he stood next to Genna. “I don’t think it’s that bad. She has confidence in Anna. Isn’t that a good thing?”

Damien frowned at his storm dragon kin. There was something in the way he spoke...

Before he could place it, the brown door opened, admitting Circe and another pair of Masters that he didn’t recognize.

“What’s this?” he asked nervously. “Where’s Anna?”

Behind them came Anna, and Damien breathed a sigh of relief. He knew it was extremely rare for someone to actually get hurt in the Challenge, and that only a couple of students had ever died during it, but he’d still worried about her.

He refrained from rushing over to her as she pivoted to face Circe and the flanking witches.

“Your challenge is complete, Anna Sturgis.”

Damien sagged. Not Apprentice. Just Anna. Clearly, it hadn’t gone that well after all.

“Yes, Circe. Thank you for the chance to show you what I can do. I am appreciative that you came to view my Challenge personally,” Anna said, standing straight, shoulders back.

Thank you for coming personally? So, the Circe did not attend every Challenge? Damien was confused.

“You present a most intriguing case to me, the Coven, and indeed to witches around the world. Never before has a witch grown in power like you have. I wished to watch to see if you were able to replicate that feat.”

Damien held his breath as the Circe continued.

“And you have succeeded. Congratulations, Apprentice Sturgis. You are a great boon to this Academy, and I expect many big things from you in the years to come. Keep it up.”

Circe extended her hand to Anna and shook it, while Damien tried not to shout with joy. This was her moment to celebrate after all, not his, but boy did he want to bellow and shout and make all sorts of noise. That was his Anna out there.

His mate.

Circe nodded once more to Anna, then she and the other Masters left the room.

Damien couldn’t hold it in any longer. He rushed over to her and picked her up, spinning her around. “I knew you could do it! I’m so proud of you!” He kissed her, only breaking apart when she pulled back.

“Thank you, my love,” she said quietly. “I know you’ll have faith in me always.”

“And forever,” he said.

Then they were mobbed by her friends and the celebrating began in earnest as Altair and Rane broke open bottles of champagne they had been hiding.

Damien smiled as Anna was swept up in it. He liked seeing her this happy.

He was going to do whatever it took to keep her this way.

This I swear.
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Chapter Forty
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Damien

“You’re positive this is a real thing?” he asked.

“Very positive,” she replied, not letting go of his hand. “The Legate handles all legal matters. We are still humans living in a non-magic country. Many of the customs there are used by us.”

“Uh huh.” He wasn’t so sure he bought that line. After all, there was no real way for him to verify this information. Anna could just be conning him into something.

Not that he was overly worried. He would do anything for that woman, but sometimes it didn’t hurt to put up a little bit of resistance. Make her work for things she really wanted. It helped him know what really meant a lot to her, and what didn’t.

“Oh, come on, what’s the harm?” she teased as they exited the building where the dragons were housed and headed across the courtyard.

“I don’t know...yet.”

She swatted at him with their joined hands. “Oh, come on. It’s not a big deal.”

He frowned. “Actually, it kind of is a big deal to me,” he said, ignoring the stares coming their way as they walked together, not bothering to hide their relationship from anyone.

There was no need anymore. The rumors of what had happened at the outpost had reached the Academy itself before either he or Anna had returned. Everyone now knew they were an item—if they hadn’t already—because of the now infamous Dormitory Dustup, as it was being called.

Still, he felt somewhat uncomfortable being the center of so much attention, and worried that those radicals, those who did not approve of the union of dragons and witches, would act out against Anna. It had been a week and so far, no change, but he did not know what the future held.

“Why is it such a big deal?” she asked, looking up at him. “It’s not taking anything away from you. Just adding.”

Damien considered that, his head bouncing from side to side as he thought it over. “You’re right,” he agreed. “But at the same time don’t forget, it’s changing me. Making me unlike the rest of my people, in a way that they have never done before. So, if you look at it that way, it is a big deal.”

Anna’s pace stalled and she spun lightly to be able to face him as they came to a halt. She didn’t drop his hand.

“If you’re not okay with this, my darling, we don’t have to go through with it. I just thought...”

“I know,” he said, giving her a reassuring grin. “And I’m not saying I don’t want to do it. Not at all. I just want you to know that it’s not just a casual thing you’re asking of me, but that it is a big deal.”

Anna nodded. “You’re right. I hadn’t really considered that it would be such a big deal for you. I’m sorry, dear.”

Damien smiled and leaned over to kiss her on the forehead. “No need to apologize, my love. I just wanted to ensure you were aware, that’s all.”

“Well I am now,” she said, cozying up at his side. “So, what do you want to do?”

“I want to go forward with it,” he said. “So let’s go!”

She smiled and started walking again. “That’s a sudden bout of enthusiasm,” she said suspiciously. “What am I missing?”

Damien grinned, leaning over to whisper in her ear as they walked. “Well, after we’re done with this, I figured that maybe we could go celebrate, and try out that thing you wanted to do with the...”

Anna swatted at him. “Oh, my God, you pervert,” she hissed. Then she smiled slowly. “Okay.”

“Then lead on!” he said loudly, taking several large steps, until Anna was forced to hurry to keep up.

“Good lord, what have I gotten myself into?” she moaned playfully.

Damien shook his free finger at her. “As if you don’t know. Now, we have a serious thing to take care of first, my dear. So, get your mind out of the gutter if you can.”

Rolling her eyes, Anna guided him into the main hall and toward a set of stairs. “As if I’m the one with the dirty mind. Yours is filthy.”

“Maybe,” he agreed with an innocent smile, bending over and abruptly lifting Anna into his arms. She yelped but didn’t fight back, having come to expect that sort of thing from him.

The Legate’s office was on the third floor. He carried her right up to the door before letting her down. 

“Last chance to back down,” she offered.

He snorted and pushed the door open. “Not a chance.”

They walked inside and up to the desk, where a bored-looking witch waited. “Welcome to the Legate’s Office. What form do you need?”

Anna looked at Damien. He nodded his assent.

“We’d like to file for a formal change of name.”

The witch nodded. “Very well. You’re taking his?”

Anna shook her head. “No.”

Damien squeezed her hand. “I’m taking hers.”
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