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How NOT to Fake Date a Dragon

The Lonely Tavern

Book Five

Dragon shifter Byron needs to find his mate and produce an heir. And fast!

If he fails, his family will lose their ancestral home on Cairnnor.

If only Byron wasn’t completely hopeless when it came to matters of the heart. His mother might have named him after one of the great romantic poets. But Byron does not have a romantic bone in his body.

Or so he thinks.

Cassie’s parents expect great things from their five daughters. And four of them are exceptional witches. Then there’s Cassie.

She’s felt lost all her life as if she is on the outside looking in. Perhaps that’s how she wound up owning a store filled with magical items that don’t work quite as they should.

But all that might be about to change.

A competition hosted at The Lonely Tavern has a grand prize of ‘life-changing, sagely knowledge’, which will surely teach her how to become the powerful witch her parents have always wanted her to be. This competition is a way for her to fit in at last.

There’s just one catch – it’s a couples-only competition, and she has less of a clue about romance than she does magic.

After all, she’s been there, done that, and gotten burned.

But all is not lost! Her best friend Sophie sets her up in a fake relationship with Byron.

She just has to hope they can be a convincing enough couple that they aren’t disqualified from the competition…how hard can it be to be fake fated mates, anyway?

Oh yes. There’s also her mean-girl nemesis intent on winning the competition too. A series of trials and tasks. And a fake relationship that feels like it’s become more real than anything she’s experienced before.


Chapter One – Byron

“Nothing’s happening.” Byron scanned the room, searching for the one. But all he saw were happy couples, sitting around tables and laughing at intimate jokes, or groups of friends chatting and smiling, enjoying their afternoon.

“Byron...” Sophie nearly choked on her HoneyClaw Beer. “Give it time. You have only been here for an hour.”

Byron’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you are not making this whole thing up? I find the whole notion of a magical matchmaking tavern frankly absurd.”

“Making it up?” Sophie coughed and cleared her throat. “Believe me, if you stay in Wishing Moon Bay long enough, you’ll hear the rumor about this place.”

“I don’t doubt I’d hear a rumor about this place.” Byron glanced at the weapons hung from the walls. “It looks as if it’s been plucked from another century.”

“Maybe it has,” Sophie said before lowering her voice. “No one knows the history of The Lonely Tavern...except maybe Morwenna.”

“The witch who jingles when she pours drinks?” Byron asked as he glanced at the gray-haired woman behind the bar, where she was humming to herself while polishing a metal tankard. He could faintly hear the clinking of the metal charms covering her black dress over the background noise of the tavern.

“The one and only.” Sophie grinned. “I like her. She’s kooky with an extra side of quirky.” Sophie sucked in a breath. “But I digress. If you stayed in Wishing Moon Bay long enough, you would hear the rumors that this place is like matchmaker central.”

Byron shook his head. “Are you sure that’s not the romantic in you talking?”

“Says the man with one of the most romantic names in the world...Byron.” She pretended to swoon, her eyes wide as she clasped her hands together and fluttered her eyelashes like a lovelorn fool. Then she giggled and picked up her drink. “It’s a pity you don’t live up to the name. Maybe if you took up poetry, you’d discover your romanticism.”

“It wouldn’t help if I did,” Byron said. “Since the only person I would want to be romantic with is my mate and I have not met her.”

“Yet,” Sophie said firmly. “Give it time.”

“I have the sinking feeling that when I eventually return to Cairnnor, it will be without a mate, or any chance of an heir, and only an apology to my family for failing them and allowing our ancestral home to fall into the hands of my cad of a cousin.” Byron took a sip of the so-called bread beer The Lonely Tavern was supposedly infamous for. The sour tang on his tongue felt right at home with his emotions.

“A cad?” Sophie snorted. “What on earth do you mean by that? I thought your cousin was happily mated.”

“There’s a rumor that Oswald, my dearest cousin, and his new wife aren’t even mates and that they’re ‘fake dating’ in order to secure my family’s side of the fortune.”

Sophie shook her head. “I still think that’s a stupid rule, and that you are now pressured into finding a mate of your own is ridiculous.”

Byron shrugged. “Rules are rules, and these rules have been around as long as any, according to the history books.”

“Well, if he’s cheating, can’t you?” Sophie lowered her voice.

“Cheat?” Byron scoffed. “You mean find a fake mate?”

Sophie tilted her head and looked away. “Why not?”

Byron shook his head. “There’s no way I’d be able to pull that off, even if I tried. I feel I may struggle to win my actual mate over, even with fate on my side, let alone find someone to be in a fake relationship with me. I don’t know the first thing when it comes to matters of the heart.”

“Well, let’s just hope that the tavern is on your side.” Sophie gave him a mischievous smile.

“Are you sure this wasn’t a ruse to get me to ‘hang out’ with you at a bar?” Byron asked as he took a swig of beer. “You know I’m not a fan of this sort of establishment.”

“It was not a ruse,” Sophie told him. “But I did think it might do you good to have a change of scenery for a while. Regardless of whether or not you find your mate.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Byron placed his tankard down on the counter and ran his finger around the top, his eyes a little out of focus. He had to admit there was something charming about drinking from the outdated drinkware, but glasses were certainly more practical.

“You know what it means.” Sophie gave him a knowing look before her face became a bit more serious. “Your mother told me that you’ve been getting a lot of pressure from your family.”

“Yes,” Byron sighed. “As the only son, everyone seems to have made it their duty to find my mate.”

“That can’t make any of this any easier.” Sophie gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “But just remember that when—and it will be ‘when’—you find her, that you don’t let all that pressure cause you to rush things. Make sure you take time to enjoy the moment.”

“We’ll cross that bridge if—when we get to it.” Byron rested his chin on his hand.

If we get to it, his dragon grumbled.

“It’ll work out.” She covered his hand with hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.

If only Sophie were the one, his dragon said miserably. She’s smart, not afraid to speak her mind, and a good friend.

But she is only a friend. And fate has decided that’s all she’ll ever be to us, Byron said. A friend he loved dearly, but she was not his mate and there would never be anything between them other than friendship.

As he lifted his beer to his lips, the hairs on the back of his neck tingled. His brows bunched together as he rubbed his neck absently. Usually, he could hold his liquor. But maybe the beer in the tavern was magical and had a greater effect than normal liquor. Perhaps the sourness of the bread beer masked its strength.

Or maybe... His dragon bristled with expectation.

Do you honestly believe the tavern is ‘matchmaker central’? Byron rolled his eyes.

“Couples?” The tavern door opened as the yell filled the air, fueled by indignation.

Byron, along with most of the other people in the tavern, turned to look at the tall woman sporting a checkered work shirt with its sleeves rolled up and its bottom tucked into faded jeans. Her hair didn’t frame her strong brow and sharp eyes. Instead, it was hidden beneath a bandana, and her heavy work boots thudded loudly as she stormed toward the bar, a large piece of colored parchment grasped in her hand.

“Couples!” she repeated as she reached the bar and slammed the poster in her hand down onto the solid wood. “Hello, Sophie,” she said as an afterthought and smiled at Sophie.

“Hey, Cassie,” Sophie’s mouth tugged up at the corners, her attention on the poster on the bar.

While Byron’s attention was fixed exclusively on the irate woman, whose very presence made his heart sing, and his mouth want to burst into poetry. Something that he never thought would be possible.

Our mate, his dragon murmured in awe as they gazed at her imposing stature.

“A competition?” Sophie said as she read the poster.

“For couples,” Cassie said in a most accusing tone. “Morwenna, why is the competition only open to couples?”

“How should I know?” Morwenna snapped as she ushered a trail of imps, carrying a platter of cheeses, away from the bar. “Table two.”

“Well, these are your posters, aren’t they?” Cassie drummed her fingers on the offending poster. “It does say ‘organized and hosted by The Lonely Tavern.’”

“I will not stand for these accusations. Do I look like someone who organizes couples’ competitions?” Morwenna asked as she drifted down the bar to stand in front of Cassie. “Ash?” Her voice carried to the other end of the bar where a man in a leather jacket sat talking quietly to someone dressed in sailor’s garb.

“Wen?” Ash’s head snapped up at the sound of Morwenna calling his name.

Morwenna gnashed her teeth together before she plucked the poster off the bar and held it up to Ash. “Is this you?”

“Doesn’t look like me,” Ash said without breaking into a smile. “If my face was on a wanted poster they’d have chosen a high-quality cotton paper instead of that aged parchment.”

“Don’t try to be smart with me,” Morwenna retorted. “Did you, or did you not, set up this competition? Because if you did, you know you are supposed to ask my permission before you launch any promotional activities within my premises. And I expect a tithe based on the value of the prize.” She held up the poster and read it. “‘Life-changing and sagely wisdom’ sounds pretty expensive to me.”

“Nothing to do with me.” Ash shrugged and turned back to his conversation.

“Oh.” Morwenna tilted her head and chewed the inside of her cheek for a moment. “In that case, I guess we’re hosting a couples’ competition with a prize of life-changing and sagely wisdom.” She placed the poster back down on the bar. “Whatever that means.”

“So you did put the poster all over town?” Cassie asked. “People have even been finding these up in the mountain hunting lodges.”

She is a firecracker, Byron’s dragon said.

It’s a good thing we don’t get burned, Byron replied.

“All the way up there?” Morwenna asked, eyes wide.

“That’s right.” Cassie jutted her chin forward.

“Sam here just said they even found a few in their ship’s head when they were sailing here from Stesia,” Ash called.

“From Stesia?” Morwenna gulped and closed her eyes for a moment. “Yes, I guess I did make these posters. And plaster them all over town. And hike out to the mountains, and stick them in ships...heads.” She shuddered. “To make sure as many people saw them as possible.”

“Impressive.” Sophia nodded.

“And I’ve got just one question.” Cassie leaned onto the bar.

“Did I use a sleigh pulled by nine reindeer to deliver all these posters?” Morwenna sounded like she would have liked to know the answer to that herself.

“Why is it couples only?”

“Because this is The Lonely Tavern! It doesn’t do things by halves, only better halves.” Morwenna threw up her hands and hurried away toward Ash.

“Where are you going?” Cassie looked like she was about to dive over the bar after her.

“To make Ash call my bartender and tell him he’s got some overtime coming up,” Morwenna called back. “This place is about to be fuller than a wet sailor’s sock.”

“And the prize?” Cassie yelled after Morwenna’s retreating back, but she got no answer.

“Cassie.” Sophie placed her hand on Cassie’s shoulder and guided her onto a barstool. “Take a breath.”

“Sorry.” Cassie sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s just this competition. This prize is exactly what I need.”

“What is the prize?” Byron asked, and for the first time, it was as if Cassie realized he was there. “You said it was wisdom or the like?”

“Oh, Byron, this is Cassie. Cassie, this is Byron,” Sophie introduced them as she saw Cassie’s eyes wander to Byron.

“Your dragon shifter friend from Cairnnor,” Cassie smiled at him

She makes my heart flutter like the delicate wings of a hornet, Byron told his dragon.

Oh! his dragon gasped, impressed. That is the most poetic thing you have ever said. But maybe keep it to yourself for now.

“The same,” Sophie said, looking more than a little smug.

Cassie nodded. “Sophie’s mentioned you.”

But did Sophie tell Cassie why we came to the tavern? Does she know we are searching for our mate? Byron’s dragon asked.

We are not searching for our mate, Byron said. We have found her.

But should he tell her now in front of everyone? They had no idea how she might react.

Especially since she seems more than a little hung up on the word ‘couples,’ his dragon said.

How did people normally do this? Approach someone they were interested in, or tell someone they were your mate? Byron had always thought that it would just happen, but now that he was sitting here looking at the love of his life, he had no idea what to do or say.

“It’s good to meet you finally, Cassie,” Byron said, resisting the urge to reach out and offer her his hand. His mom had often told Byron and his sisters stories about how that first touch between a shifter and their mate was electrifying, and that scared him.

What if that one touch repelled her?

“Has Sophie been telling you stories about me?” Cassie narrowed her eyes at Sophie.

“I have not,” Sophie said, casting Byron a quizzical look. “Have I, Byron?”

“No,” Byron replied.

Sophie knows, his dragon said. Or she at least suspects.

Do you think she’s going to tell Cassie? his dragon asked.

I doubt it. We both know how discreet Sophie is, Byron replied.

“So, are you going to enter the competition?” Sophie asked as she tugged the poster off the bar and held it up to read in the dim candlelight of the tavern.

“You did hear me say that the requirement was being in a couple?” Cassie raised an eyebrow. “And you know how I feel about that.”

“I think everyone in the tavern heard you,” Sophie replied easily.

Cassie glanced around the tavern. “I could have been a little more discreet.”

“But then you would not be you.” Sophie set the poster down on the bar. “I think you should enter.”

“Couples,” Cassie said slowly and with great emphasis, while tapping a finger on the poster.

“And that’s where fate has stepped in,” Sophie said. “Byron here could do with some sagely advice himself. You should enter together.”

“What?” Cassie asked. “I mean, why?”

“Why what?” Sophie asked innocently.

“Why would Byron enter the competition with me?” Cassie asked, her gaze resting on the dragon shifter who was lost for words.

This is perfect, his dragon told him.

I’m not so sure, Byron said. He went to open his mouth to say something, but no sound came out.

This is our chance to win Cassie’s heart and soul, while also helping her win the competition, his dragon said. We’ve got the perfect excuse to bond with her.

Byron knew his dragon might be right. It was an ideal way to get to know his mate and convince her that being a couple could be a good thing.

But he sensed that there was a deep-rooted reason Cassie was offended by the couples’ competition.

And if he got this wrong, he might lose his mate.

And his family’s fortune.

All at once.


Chapter Two – Cassie

“Byron?” Sophie arched a questioning eyebrow at the fair-haired man sitting next to her. It almost felt like he was avoiding meeting her gaze. It was strange seeing such a muscular, attractive man being so shy.

“I...” He glanced at Sophie, then looked at Cassie. “Why would I enter the competition with you?”

“Yes.” Cassie turned on her barstool to look at the man, clothed in black slacks, a white shirt complete with waistcoat and tie. He might seem odd and out of place, if it wasn’t for the fact that he looked like something straight out of a romance novel. Not that Cassie read romance novels...often.

At least, not that she would admit to anyone.

Her eyes lingered on Byron’s impressively broad chest before traveling upward to his face, which seemed to be carved from granite, sending a wave of heat across her skin. Was it her, or had the temperature in the tavern gone up several degrees?

“And your answer is?” Sophie gave Byron a look that Cassie could not decipher. Was she missing something here?

“Why wouldn’t I?” Byron stammered.

“That is a non-answer,” Cassie replied with a snort. “Sophie, you don’t have to pressure Byron into entering the competition with me. I’ll figure something out.”

“She isn’t,” Byron said quickly. “Pressuring me, I mean. I want to enter the competition. In fact, that’s precisely why I’m here.”

“Okay? Can you expand that comment a little more?” Cassie pressed for an answer.

“Who doesn’t need sagely, life-changing advice from a…magical tavern?” Byron asked.

“That is true.” Sophie nodded knowingly.

Cassie fell silent as she pondered over his answer. She still wasn’t convinced that Sophie wasn’t putting Byron up to this. But why would Byron agree? Out of pity? To impress Sophie?

She chewed her bottom lip as she mulled this over. Did it truly matter why Byron wanted to enter this competition? She needed him.

And she certainly needed all the sage advice she could get. Especially from The Lonely Tavern.

Cassie glanced around the olde worlde interior.

Most people thought the tavern was an amazing matchmaker. However, Cassie was sure it went deeper than that.

The tavern was not simply bringing couples together. No, it was giving them exactly what they needed.

She’d had long conversations with Flint, the bartender, about the tavern and the effects it had on his life. The tavern hadn’t only given him a mate, it had given him a new perspective on life, and the perfect job. And as for his wife Liselle, she hadn’t just gained a wonderful husband. Her interactions with the tavern had led her to opening up a brewery, enabling her to provide for her children.

And then there was Ash...and so many others.

“So, it’s agreed then?” Sophie’s question broke through Cassie’s inner thoughts.

“I’m game if you are...” Cassie held out her hand to Byron, who looked at it for a moment with something akin to fear, before he slowly raised his hand and slid it into hers.

Skin against skin, a warmth spread out from the point of contact, and threaded its way up her arm and across her chest, making her heart beat faster. She swallowed hard. This wasn’t right.

But as she opened herself to the sensations flooding her body, she couldn’t argue that it felt right.

“I’m…game,” he murmured, his voice a low rumble in his chest.

“Perfect!” Sophie grinned and reached for her drink, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Now, for you to be a convincing couple, you should go on a date.”

“A date?” Cassie squawked and instantly let go of Byron’s hand.

“Yes! This is a couples’ competition, isn’t it?” Sophie reminded her. “I think both the tavern and Morwenna could both spot a fake relationship from a mile away. So, you two are going to have to put in the work to be convincing. You don’t want to be disqualified, do you?”

“No, of course not.” Cassie frowned. “You don’t think there’s going to be like a couples’ quiz or something, do you? Like how we met, or our first date?”

“Maybe.” Sophie leaned in. “You never know if one of the tasks in the competition might involve you having intimate knowledge of each other. It’s going to be important for you two to be prepared.”

“Intimate knowledge?” Cassie puffed out her cheeks as sweat beaded her brow. There was something wrong with the air conditioning in the tavern, she was sure of it.

“Hey, Morwenna!” A rush of cool air soothed Cassie as the tavern door opened and in walked three older men. The Regulars. Harry, Stan and Burt. They really did fit their de facto name. They were practically part of the furniture, spending most evenings and often days here as well. “Is this right? The tavern is hosting a competition?”

“It would seem so,” Morwenna said with a resigned sigh.

“And only couples can enter?” Harry asked.

“If that’s what it says.” Morwenna glanced at the poster on the bar in front of Cassie. “I haven’t had a chance to go over the terms and conditions.”

“So when you say couples, can this just be a friendship thing?” Burt asked. “Perhaps we could enter as a throuple.”

“I’ll have to take advice on that,” Morwenna replied evasively.

“Advice from who?” Stan asked as they reached the bar.

“That knowledge is need to know,” Morwenna replied and reached for a tankard before pouring out a pint of the sour smelling bread brew. “Here.”

“I didn’t order bread beer,” Stan replied with a wrinkle of his nose.

“It’s a requirement for entry,” Morwenna said dryly.

“You are making it up.” Stan chuckled nervously.

“Are you willing to risk it?” Morwenna raised her eyebrows.

“Are you one of the judges in the competition?” Harry asked as Morwenna poured out two more bread beers and placed them down on the counter.

“That is need to know, too,” Morwenna said, “so there is no chance of bribery.”

Harry, Stan and Burt all picked up their bread bear and took a sip in tandem. “Mmm.” They all made the noise in unison, and Cassie couldn’t tell if it was a sound of enjoyment or disgust.

“You know she’s making it up,” Cassie leaned over and said to Harry, glad of the distraction from Sophie’s suggestion of a fake date with Byron.

“Are you so sure?” Morwenna narrowed her eyes at Cassie.

“My, you have good hearing, Morwenna.” Cassie glanced warily at her.

“I am a woman of many talents. And that apparently extends to littering fliers across the globe,” Morwenna said haughtily as she headed down to the other end of the bar to serve a customer.

“Are you entering the competition?” Burt asked as the three men gathered around and read the poster on the bar.

“Cassie and Byron are,” Sophie piped up.

“Ah, Byron.” Harry thrust out his hand. “Good to meet you. Sophie has told us all about you.”

“She has?” Byron shot Sophie a questioning glance as he shook Harry’s hand.

“But what she didn’t tell us was that you were dating our Cassie here.” Stan smiled broadly. “As a man who has recently started dating again, I am happy that you have found your true love at last.”

“Woah!” Cassie held up her hands. “No one said anything about true loves.”

“Oh, I just assumed...” Stan glanced at Sophie, who gave him a warning look. “My mistake.”

“But you are dating?” Harry asked as he looked up from the poster on the bar. “Because in the really, really small print.” He tapped his finger on the corner of the poster. “It says that competitors aren’t eligible if this competition is their first date.”

“It does?” Cassie frowned as she squinted at the print on the poster that was so small it looked as if it had been written by ants. Or imps, more likely.

“It does,” Harry assured her.

“Oh.” Cassie sagged back in her seat.

“Great!” Sophie clapped her hands together.

“Great?” Cassie could see nothing great about this new information at all.

“Yes.” Sophie nodded. “The competition isn’t for a couple of days. That gives you plenty of time to go on a date. Or two.”

“Yes,” Harry agreed. “If you go on a date before the competition begins, then you will have met with the terms.”

“Byron?” Cassie pressed her lips into a thin line as she looked at Byron, who had remained silent throughout this exchange. Entering a competition with her was one thing, but actually dating her was another. Even if it was a fake relationship, that was a lot to ask of a complete stranger.

“If that’s what the terms state,” he said with a shrug, though it looked as though he were trying to stifle a smile.

“Fantastic!” Sophie clapped her hands together in excitement.

“Maybe we could go for…a walk,” Cassie suggested.

“A walk?” Stan snorted.

“Isn’t that what most people do on a first date?” Cassie looked at Byron for help.

“I believe it is,” Byron agreed. “A romantic walk is a suitable first date as it takes place in a neutral, low-pressure setting. At least that’s what I’ve read.”

All eyes turned to him.

“In a magazine…while I was waiting…for a dentist appointment?” He turned to avoid their gaze.

“Oh, goodness, you two,” Burt said with a shake of his head. “That’s not a date!”

“Why not?” Cassie asked defensively.

“Because...” Bert paused. “It’s not. It’s more of an icebreaker.”

“You’re going to need to turn up the romance dial to hot.” Harry explained. “This is the tavern we’re talking about.”

“The tavern?” Byron asked,

“Yes.” Stan dropped his voice to an almost inaudible whisper. “It’s good at sniffing out fake relationships. And it does not take kindly to them, trust me.”

“So, if you want to convince the tavern, then you have to have a proper date,” Burt announced.

“What do you suggest?” Byron asked.

“Oh!” Stan turned and scanned the room. “We’re experts.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Cassie muttered as Harry, Stan and Burt all slid off their seats and rearranged a couple of the nearby tables.

“There,” Harry announced proudly.

“So what, we just sit at the table and…?” Cassie asked.

“You talk, silly,” Sophie said.

“About what?” Byron asked. “Should we select a topic?”

“Yourselves, obviously,” Burt chided.

Cassie turned to Byron. “So…what’s your favorite color?”

“Not like that!” Stan shook his head in disappointment.

“Do you like...ice cream?” Byron ventured.

“No!” Burt cried.

“Then like what?” Byron asked, exasperated.

“Watch this.” Sophie checked Morwenna was distracted before she reached up and grabbed two crystal wine glasses from where they hung upside down over the bar before she nodded at Burt and offered him one of the glasses. “I need a willing volunteer.”

“It would be my pleasure.” Burt accepted the glass, and they both sat down around the table that had been singled out, watched by the group at the bar.

Sophie swirled imaginary wine around in her glass. “So, tell me, Burt. What do you do for fun around here?”

“It’s hard to say. There’s never a dull moment in this town. Especially with such lovely company. However, the beach really is the gem of this town.” Burt took a sip of thin air from his glass.

“I’ve always heard that the bay here is a must see under the full moon.”

“Then you’d have heard right.” Burt tilted his head. “Perhaps we should go for a moonlit stroll. I think the stars would look wonderful in your eyes.”

“Perhaps we could,” Sophie said, fluttering her eyelashes at Burt.

“So tell me, where have you been hiding yourself all my life?” Burt asked in a smooth voice.

“Oh, you charmer! I’m from a little place called ‘The Dragon Isles.’” She winked at Byron, whose cheeks were quickly becoming red. “You might have heard of it.”

“Only that the mountains there are as stunning as its women.” In pantomime fashion, Burt placed his chin on his hand, looking as though he were admiring a painting at an art gallery. “And what would someone like yourself do for fun?”

“Why, give my friends a master class on how to have a successful first date,” Sophie said with a demure smile that made Cassie want to curl up and die a sad, lonely death.

“Cheers to that.” Burt grinned and raised his glass.

Sophie raised hers and they clinked them together, before turning in their chairs and bowing to the bar. Stan and Harry put their hands together in applause.

“Bravo,” Harry said.

“Good show, you two,” Stan said.

Byron and Cassie glanced at one another, grimacing.

“See, it’s that easy.” Sophie sat back down on her stool and replaced the glasses behind the bar.

“Nothing to it.” Burt nodded.

“You two don’t think so?” Sophie asked as she saw their faces.

“I just…don’t get it.” Cassie shrugged.

“It just feels a bit forced?” Byron agreed.

“Well, it won’t when you’re on a real date,” Harry assured them.

Cassie eyed him in disbelief. “But we’re not going on a real date, remember? The whole point of this is to have a fake date just to practice for the competition.”

“Oh, yeah.” Sophie pursed her lips. “I’m sure you guys will figure it out. Just be romantic.”

“Easier said than done.” Byron turned back to the bar and took a gulp of his beer.

Cassie thought about ordering one herself, or something much stronger. As much as it would have irritated her, she wished Byron were romantic. Then he could have navigated them through this romance business so they could make this fake relationship seem half-convincing.

Instead, she was left wondering whether she would have even a chance of qualifying, let alone winning the prize for whatever the tavern had in store for its competition.


Chapter Three – Byron

This is a lot harder than it looks, Byron’s dragon said.

Yeah, if this is romance, then we are doomed, Byron replied.

No, we’ll figure it out, his dragon said. Because we cannot fail.

Byron chewed the inside of his cheek and glanced over at Cassie, who was frowning into empty space. It looked as though Cassie wasn’t too happy, either. Byron just hoped it was the idea of being lovey-dovey rather than the idea of spending time with Byron that was the cause for that frown.

Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way, his dragon suggested.

I’m listening. Byron was open to any advice that would stop him from losing his mate before their first proper date.

Fake date, his dragon reminded him. Maybe she’s like us and doesn’t care for all the romance cliches. Besides, even if we do get the date right, unless we tell Cassie we are mates, and this is real...

She’s going to go on believing it’s fake, Byron finished.

Exactly, his dragon replied. But those fake dates are our chance to win her heart.

I’m not sure Cassie wants her heart won. Byron glanced over his beer at Cassie. Even just looking at her made his heart skip a beat and his blood run hot. It was going to take all his strength to resist the magnetic pull he felt toward her, especially when they were in a romantic setting. Even if it was going to be a fake romance.

At least fake to her.

Then we have work to do, his dragon replied.

“I’m going to head on home,” Cassie said, jerking them out of their reverie.

She’s leaving. Do something, Byron’s dragon demanded.

“I’ll accompany you,” Byron barked.

Cassie arched an eyebrow at him. “Is that an order?”

“No, of course not.” He gave a small laugh, hoping he didn’t sound as nervous as he felt. “I just thought it was a good idea.” He closed the distance between them. At least the physical distance. “After all, isn’t that what couples do?”

Cassie smiled shyly. “I wouldn’t know.”

“Are you kidding?” Burt asked.

Does he have shifter hearing? Byron’s dragon asked.

“Excuse me?” Cassie asked.

“You must have watched romantic movies where two lovers walk together hand in hand beneath the stars.” He clasped his hands to his heart. “Then they stop outside the lady’s front door and then they...”

“I think we get the idea,” Byron said. “Shall we?”

Cassie nodded gratefully. Byron wasn’t the only one who wanted to get out of there.

Anything to spare us from more lessons in romance, Byron said.

“Have fun, you two lovebirds.” Sophie winked comically at them.

Cassie and Byron both rolled their eyes before Cassie gave her a wave.

“See you later, everyone.” Byron nodded at the Regulars.

“Have a good one.”

“See you.”

They walked together toward the door. Byron almost felt like he should reach for her hand, but knew the kind of reaction that was likely to elicit. So instead they walked not too close, not too far, in awkward silence, toward the door which opened for them as they approached.

Byron glanced down at the slate sign on the host stand by the entrance as they stepped past.

‘Fake it till you make it.’

Cassie looked bemused at the sign as they walked by. “What a strange thing to have as a greeting for customers.”

“Yeah, strange.” Byron nodded.

Maybe this place is full of sagely wisdom, after all, Byron said to his dragon.

Maybe it is, Byron agreed. Which means we might have a chance to win Cassie’s heart yet. But it’s going to be a challenge.

Not that any challenge would stop him now that his mate was in his sights, and so close to being in his arms. Wasn’t that why he’d come to The Lonely Tavern in the first place? Because life had given him his biggest challenge yet. If he wanted to save his family from being evicted from their ancestral home on Cairnnor and losing their fortune, he needed to find his mate.

And he’d found her. In The Lonely Tavern, just as Sophie had predicted.

But we don’t have to just find her, his dragon reminded him.

True, but this is the starting point. Now all we have to do is take small baby steps to convince her that we are destined to be together, Byron replied.

Maybe don’t mention the fact that we need a male heir in the family ASAP. At least not yet, his dragon grumbled. They hated the thought that they might have to rush things with their mate because of some arcane law on inheritance.

As he stepped outside the tavern, he took a deep breath. He could do this. He would do this.

One step at a time.

“Well, now that’s out the way with, I guess I’ll be seeing you,” were the first words out of Cassie’s mouth as the tavern door shut behind them, leaving them alone in the alleyway.

Byron blinked at her. “I thought I was going to…”

“Oh yeah,” Cassie waved him off. “I appreciate that touch, but now that we’re out of the tavern, I think we’re free to drop the charade.”

Oh no, his dragon grumbled. Tell her we’re not out of the woods yet.

“I don’t think it’s safe to do so yet.” Byron looked up at the tavern sign hanging above their heads. “You don’t think it can observe us out here on the street?”

“Observe us on the street?” Cassie’s eyes drifted up to look at the old timber building, wedged in amongst the brick walls of the neighboring shops and houses. “You’re right. Maybe it’s better safe than sorry.”

Byron nodded, and the two of them walked toward the brighter lights of the main street. He had to force himself to stop looking at her and keep his focus forward. The last thing he wanted was to make Cassie feel uncomfortable. He wracked his brain for something to say, but all he could come up with was cliches he’d read about in books.

‘Come here often?’ What a strange thing to say to someone in an alleyway.

‘I must be a snowflake because I’ve fallen for you.’ Nope. Wrong season.

‘If you were a vegetable, you’d be a cute-cumber.’ Okay, Byron did like cucumber. Maybe Cassie would, too…

“So, what do you think about this whole couple malarky?” Cassie asked and looked over at him.

Byron tried not to breathe too big a sigh of relief that she had broken the silence. “Everyone says that the tavern is Matchmaker Central, so it only makes sense that it would want any contestants to be in a relationship. It seems to have strong feelings about that,” Byron replied.

“You’re right. Everyone does say that,” Cassie replied. “But this is different. It’s a competition. And it’s just stupid that it excludes people like me and you.”

If only she knew that this was meant for people exactly like us and her, his dragon said quietly.

“You really don’t like the idea of being part of a couple, do you?” Byron asked.

Cassie shook her head. “No. Not that I haven’t tried it. Being a couple, I mean.”

“Maybe you just haven’t met the right person,” Byron suggested.

“Oh! I know I haven’t,” Cassie snorted. “From my experience, if someone wants to be in a relationship with you, it’s because they want something. And I can’t just keep giving away, you know what I mean?”

Guilty as charged, his dragon said.

“I suppose you’re right. But sometimes what they want…” He paused and then said, “Is to create a life, a future with that other person.”

“I have never dated anyone who wants the best for me.” Cassie clenched her fists. “They have always put themselves first. Which is what I am doing now. On my own! I enjoy being single.”

She’s certainly passionate about not being in a couple, his dragon said. We just have to channel that passion into…well, being passionate about us.

“Well, maybe when you meet the right person, you’ll want to give them a chance,” Byron said.

“Not likely,” Cassie replied. She seemed to be on a relationship-bashing roll. “Because I also don’t understand why when you are in a relationship, people expect you to change. You can’t just be you. Just like with Sophie and Burt demonstrating just then, it just all feels like a bit of an act.”

She’s not wrong there, either, his dragon said with growing admiration for their mate.

This was how we felt when we watched our sisters and friends fall in love. I could just never find the words to put that feeling into, Byron said.

Spoken words were never our strong point.

Luckily, we had the written word before, and Cassie to do the spoken ones now.

Byron nodded, a small smile playing across his lips. He liked her direct attitude. “I can understand that. But maybe the right person might make you change your mind.”

“I don’t need anyone to make me change my mind.”

“Right.” Byron’s smile faded as they stepped out into the main street. He’d said the wrong thing.

You think? his dragon asked.

Cassie stopped suddenly. “I think we’re far enough away from the tavern to part ways now.”

“I’m really fine to accompany you home. Not that I’m trying to be overbearing, or anything.” Byron put up his hands. “I just thought this would be a good time to get to acquainted with each other. It’s likely best to have at least a base knowledge of one another if we’re going to moonlight as a convincing couple. If we’re going to compete together, of course.”

“Do you really want to enter the competition with me?” Cassie shoved her hands in her pockets and turned to keep walking as if accepting his offer to walk her home.

“Yes.”

Cassie isn’t the only one who can be direct, his dragon said.

I thought she might appreciate it, Byron said.

“What’s in it for you?” Cassie asked.

“As I said, we could all do with sagely advice,” Byron replied, fiddling with the buttons on his waistcoat.

“But specifically?” Cassie asked and glanced at him sideways.

She isn’t going to let this go without some sort of concrete answer. His dragon watched her.

“Specifically?” Byron chewed this over for a moment. Should he tell her the truth? He certainly didn’t want to lie to his mate.

“Are you entering the competition with me because of Sophie?” Cassie asked. “She asked you to, didn’t she?”

“Because of Sophie?” Byron had not seen that question coming.

“Yes. Are you trying to impress her?” Cassie stared straight ahead as she walked.

“No,” Byron said firmly. “Believe me, that is not it at all.”

“Only she’s beautiful. And smart. And such a talented witch.” Cassie continued to stare straight ahead as they took another right onto a wider street, filled with vendors selling street food of every description. “She’s probably the one person in this whole town who doesn’t need any advice from anyone. Even if it’s from The Lonely Tavern.”

“Sophie and I are just friends, I assure you,” Byron said firmly. He wanted nothing more than to wrap his arms around her and tell her she was perfect, that she was perfect just the way she was and didn’t need to compare herself to Sophie, or anyone. Instead, he said, “We met on one of her visits to Cairnnor, and just clicked. She helped me with some passion projects I was working on.”

“I told you she’s smart,” Cassie said, with no hint of jealousy.

“She is. Smart enough to know that there would never be anything between us,” Byron replied.

“Oh, of course.” Cassie put her palm to her forehead, and her tone seemed to visibly lighten. “You’re a dragon shifter. You know who your mate is. Or at least, who they aren’t.” She stopped walking and turned to face him. It took a moment before she met his eyes. “Are we planning on convincing everyone that I am your mate?”

Oh, oh, his dragon said. Maybe we should tell her now.

No, it’s not the right time, Byron said, although he wished it was.

“Let them assume what they wish.” Byron sure hoped his family didn’t hear about this and would come for a visit to meet his mate. That might ruin the whole thing.

“So, your reasons?” Cassie glanced over at him.

“My reasons?” Byron asked.

“For this pretense,” Cassie replied. “What sagely advice do you hope to gain if we win? You’re awfully bad at answering questions.”

Byron cast his gaze down onto the cobbles of the street as he thought for a moment. “How to be the person my family expects me to be.”

“That’s it.”

Byron was certain that wasn’t a question. “Yes.”

“I see.” Cassie turned away from him and kept on walking.

“And you?” Byron asked.

“Do you have brothers?” Cassie asked.

“No, four sisters,” Byron replied, not sure where this was going.

“Same.” Cassie smiled at him and for the first time, it was as if they shared a connection that had nothing to do with the mating bond. “That’s a little bit crazy that we both have that many sisters.”

“A little bit,” Byron chuckled. “Do you get along with your sisters?”

“Oh, yes.” She shook her head. “We’re very close. It’s just...”

“Tell me,” he urged gently.

“They are like Sophie. Perfect. And I’m not,” Cassie replied.

“I’m sure they are not perfect,” Byron said.

“In my parents’ eyes, they are.” Cassie took a breath. “No matter how hard I try, I just don’t have their gift for magic.”

“There’s far more to life than magic,” Byron told her. He understood the disappointment that might arise from not inheriting their family’s magical abilities. Yet, before he first came to Wishing Moon Bay, he’d seldom witnessed anyone practicing magic aside from Sophie during her occasional visits. So, for Byron, it didn’t seem such a big deal. However, he could clearly see how important it was to his mate.

“Not to my parents,” Cassie repeated. “I should explain. My father has spent the last twenty years working for The Authority.”

“I see.” Byron knew of the powerful group of witches who were tasked with keeping the peace in Wishing Moon Bay and dealing with any magical indiscretions or crimes. They were said to be some of the most powerful magic users in the land.

“He’s always expected his daughters to follow in his footsteps. When most children are read bedtime stories when they are tucked up in bed, my father read us spell books.” She sighed. “I can read the spells. I can summon my magic. I just don’t have a gift for making the spells come out as they should. I get it right sometimes, but they just sort of…fizzle.”

“And you’re hoping that by winning this competition, you will be set on the path to becoming better with magic?” Byron asked.

“That just about sums it up,” Cassie replied. “The tavern is magical. It’s run by Morwenna, a clearly powerful witch. It must know how I can improve my spell casting.”

“Do you ever think that you are exactly who you are supposed to be, though?” Byron asked.

Cassie shook her head. “No. I believe that there’s a key to unlocking the person I am meant to be. To fulfilling my full potential. I just have to find it. And I think the tavern might be my key.”

“Cassie...” He reached out, but she turned away, not even realizing that he had reached for her hand.

“This is me.” Cassie nodded to a shop front.

Byron looked up at the writing on the door. “The Fickle Cauldron. You live here?”

“I live above it.” Cassie pointed upward.

“Okay then,” Byron said and stuffed his hands in his pockets.

Well, this is awkward, his dragon said as they stood there, facing each other but not looking at each other.

“I should go inside,” Cassie said but made no move to do so.

“Can I see you tomorrow?” Byron asked.

“You want to see me again?” There was a note of hope in her voice. “Oh, for the competition, of course.”

No, for more, much more, his dragon said.

“Why don’t we meet in the morning?” Byron suggested. “We can…strategize. Or something of the like.”

“I have to work,” Cassie replied. She half-turned and looked at the store behind her.

“This is your store?” Byron said.

“It is.” Cassie’s eyes lit up as she walked toward the store window and looked inside. “I sell antique magical items. Most of them don’t work as they are supposed to. I guess I have an affinity with them.”

Byron peered through the dark window. On a stand just behind the glass was a glass orb, or a crystal ball, that had a dim shimmer deep within it. It was distant, but he could see what looked like the mountains of Cairnnor, while the window was filled with candles that seemed to randomly light up. And a clock that seemed to keep irregular time.

“The foxtrot clock,” Cassie said. “The hands tick…quick, quick, slow.”

“I don’t think I’ve seen a store quite like this. What a unique place. I’d love to spend some time looking everything over,” Byron said.

“You think so?” Cassie asked, the same hint of hope in her voice.

“I do.” Byron tore his gaze from the misfunctioning items and locked eyes with her. “And I also believe together we can win this competition.”

But as he stared into her eyes, he was more certain than ever that Cassie did not need any sagely advice. She truly was perfect already.

She just needs to believe it, his dragon said.

“Maybe we could go for lunch?” Cassie asked.

“Lunch it is,” Byron said, feeling as if he’d already won the biggest prize anyone could offer.


Chapter Four – Cassie

Cassie glanced up as the tinny sound of the little bell above the shop door announced the arrival of someone.

“So, lunch with Byron, huh?” Sophie arched a questioning eyebrow at Cassie as she stepped inside.

“Yes, lunch with Byron,” Cassie said matter-of-factly as she turned back to the candle she was trying to snuff out. Every time she went to pinch out the flame, it danced across the candle top out of the way. “Isn’t that what people do?”

“They do,” Sophie agreed with a small smile before she looked up at the still-ringing bell. “Doesn’t that thing ever stop?”

“It won’t stop when the door’s open.” Cassie didn’t look up as she spoke.

“Okay…so why isn’t the door closing?”

Cassie glanced up to see Sophie tugging on the door, which stayed resolutely open. “Oh, the doorstop.”

“What door stop?” Sophie looked down at the floor.

“That doorstop. It takes its job very seriously.” Cassie reached out her foot toward the heavy metal wedged door stop that had slid out from beneath the display of thimble-sized teaspoons and nudged it back underneath the hanging tablecloth.

“Of course it does.” Sophie laughed as she closed the door behind her, silencing the ringing bell. “I really must spend some more time in here. And I might get a chance since it looks like you’re going to be preoccupied from here on out.”

“Preoccupied?” Cassie put her hands on her hips.

“Oh, nothing.” Sophie waved her hand as she stepped toward Cassie.

“What?”

“What, nothing,” Sophie replied, running a finger across the large crystal ball that sat on a table covered in a royal blue cloth in the center of the store. Immediately, an image of Sophie and Cassie eating ice cream on a summer’s day appeared in the depths of the crystal ball. “That was a good day.”

“It was,” Cassie replied with a smile. “As for your ‘what, nothing,’ I know what you are thinking.”

“You do?” Sophie quickly removed her hand from the crystal ball as an image of Byron swirled in its depths and then faded. “That thing definitely only shows your past, right? We can’t tempt it to show us the future? Just a glimpse? Something that might help with the competition.”

“You don’t think we can pull this off?” Cassie accused.

“Oh no,” Sophie shook her head. “I think you and Byron are perfectly capable of pulling this off.”

“Really?” Cassie’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

Sophie hesitated, as if composing her answer in her head. “Because…you both need this?”

“Need this?” Cassie asked cagily.

“Yes. You both need to succeed.” Sophie smiled, looking pleased with herself.

“We do,” Cassie agreed. “We both want to win the competition and hear the sagely advice. That’s what you meant, isn’t it?” She hated it when people weren’t straightforward with their words. She could tell that there was some deeper meaning to what Sophie was saying, but she just couldn’t see what it was.

“What else could I mean?” Sophie asked, and then went to the counter and slid behind it. “Okay, is there anything else I need to know before you leave for your lunch date? Apart from the moving doorstop.”

“Well...” Cassie glanced around the store. “Don’t try on that mood ring if it’s gray or black. In fact, it might be better if you didn’t try it on at all. It looks pretty, and whenever you look at it, you’ll really want to put it on. But best not to.”

“And why wouldn’t I want to wear the pretty color-changing ring?” Sophie asked, already intrigued. That was another thing Cassie loved about her best friend. She was always keen to learn about the quirky items in The Fickle Cauldron. “I had a mood ring when I was younger, and I loved it. Sometimes it can be hard to put how you’re feeling into words, especially as a kid.”

“This one doesn’t change color to suit your mood.” Cassie looked at the ring lovingly. The delicately plaited silver band and shiny cabochon set in its center were one of her favorite pieces in the shop. “It instead changes your mood to suit its color.”

“What fun!” Sophie said as she darted around the counter to where the ring sat on a red velvet cushion. “Oh.” She tilted her head to one side. “Purple. If I am not mistaken, it means romantic or passionate feelings.”

“It does,” Cassie said, reflexively checking her reflection in the blurry glass of the narrow, free-standing mirror next to the counter.

“I usually reflect beauty, but today seems to be my day off,” the disembodied, whiny voice paused, though even the silence was filled with tangible disapproval. “Those big ol’ boots were made for walking, right? Well, walk right back upstairs and change, please.”

“Perhaps you should offer that magic mirror your outfit if it likes it so much,” Sophie said with a chuckle, though her face looked as though she were ready to throw a brick at the snarky mirror.

“It’s all right.” Cassie put her hands on her hips and looked at her reflection in the mirror. The curve of the glass distorted her figure, clothed in their usual checked shirt and worn jeans, in the most unflattering way. “I like that the mirror speaks its mind. But it’s my choice what to wear. And plenty of people have said worse.”

“That may be so, but if anyone, or anything, even a miserable mirror, said negative things to me every time I looked in it, I think I’d stay in bed under the duvet and never step outside. Even if it was just a miserable mirror.” Sophie eyed the mirror but kept well out of the way of the reflection.

“I don’t think even this thing could say a bad thing about you,” Cassie said as she looked at her friend in her simple blue dress and wavy hair. Sophie always managed to look perfectly turned out. Effortlessly so.

“Don’t worry,” Sophie assured her as she walked away from the mirror and linked arms with Cassie. “I think you are just stunning. I’ve always loved your style. You don’t see many people who are confident enough to dress how they like.”

“It’s not really about confidence. I just feel comfortable in these.” Cassie brushed her hand down her faded jeans..

“That’s all that should matter, isn’t it? And I’m sure Byron will not care two hoots about what you wear, so feel free to turn up in whatever you’d like.”

“You think?” Cassie asked, and then her mouth drooped at the corners. “You’re right. Because this is a fake date. All he cares about is the competition.”

“Oh, Cassie.” Sophie hugged her friend, enveloping her in a sense of love and expensive perfume. “You are one of a kind.”

“Aren’t we all one of a kind?” Cassie asked and hugged her back.

“No, or at least there are few people who embrace being one of a kind like you do. Most people want to fit in. They want to blend.” Sophie said the word with some distaste. “But you. You are unique.” She leaned closer and whispered, “Never change.”

“But change is why I am entering the competition,” she reminded Sophie. “I want to be a powerful witch, like my sisters.”

“No.” Sophie held Cassie’s shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “You are entering the competition to get sagely advice. And for all you know, ‘do not change’ might be the important knowledge you receive.”

“We’ll see about that,” Cassie snorted.

“I wish you saw yourself as others see you, Cassie,” Sophie said, for once deadly serious.

“I do,” Cassie replied. “And that is why I need to win the competition and why I need to go on this lunch date with Byron.”

“Then go.” Sophie went to the counter, grabbed Cassie’s purse, and handed it to her. “And have a wonderful time.”

“I will…try.” Cassie took her purse and headed for the door.

“Where are you meeting?” Sophie asked as she followed Cassie out of the store.

“We are having lunch at Bella Incantesimo,” Cassie replied.

“Of course you are,” Sophie said with a chuckle.

“What does that mean?” Cassie asked.

“Nothing.” Sophie smothered her smile, but her eyes still shone with humor.

“You’re being awfully cryptic about something.” Cassie narrowed her eyes at Sophie.

Sophie’s green eyes widened, and she feigned an innocent expression. “I would never hide anything, my dearest Cassie. Now shoo. You don’t want to be late, or Byron will think you are standing him up.”

“I wouldn’t,” Cassie said. “A date is a date.” Her forehead furrowed. “Even if it is a fake date.”

“Don’t tell the tavern,” Sophie hissed from behind her hand.

Cassie’s expression faltered. “Do you think it really knows?”

“I heard from Stan that the tavern got very upset over a fake romance a couple of weeks ago,” Sophie mused. “But then, it was high on fae magic.”

“The tavern got drunk on fae magic?” Cassie asked, not sure if Sophie was joking or not.

“Yeah. It was quite a hoot.” Sophie’s eyes took on a mischievous glint. “Let’s hope it’s not under the influence when you get your sagely advice.”

“I have to win the competition first,” Cassie reminded her.

“Not ‘I’,” Sophie corrected. “Remember, you are part of a couple now.”

“I won’t be if I’m late.” Cassie glanced at her watch. “Thanks for minding the store. I shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

“No!” Sophie wagged her finger at Cassie. “This is a date. You should take at least two hours.”

“Two hours.” Cassie glanced over Sophie’s shoulder at her store and the mischievous items that would be without her supervision for two whole hours.

“I can handle it, Cassie.” Sophie placed a reassuring hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “Trust me. Go and enjoy yourself.”

“I’ve not enjoyed a date yet, but we’ll see,” Cassie said.

“You don’t know Byron,” Sophie said with a reassuring smile. That was what Sophie did best, reassurance. She’d always been a steadying presence in Cassie’s life. “But you will if you hurry.”

“I’m hurrying.” Cassie waved over her shoulder as she rushed off down the street. “Don’t forget the doorstop!”

“I will! Say hi to Byron for me,” Sophie called after her.

“Will do!” Cassie half-turned and looked over her shoulder as Sophie headed inside The Fickle Cauldron.

She was half inclined to turn around and head back to her store. So many of the magical items could be... Dangerous would be the wrong word. But they could certainly be awkward.

Cassie shook her head as she turned away from the store. Sophie was capable, possibly the most capable person Cassie knew, so if anyone was going to manage to look after the store for a couple of hours, it was her. She smiled at the fact that she of all people could be friends with such a wonderful woman, and strode toward Bella Incantesimo, where Byron would be waiting for her. As long as she walked fast.

Hitching her purse higher on her shoulder, she cut down an alleyway and then took a left turn. As she hurried across the street, she glanced at a man battling with an ornate umbrella that seemed to be stuck open and pulling the man wildly in different directions, as if blown by an unfelt wind, and slowed her pace.

No, she had to get to Bella Incantesimo and Byron. He’d be waiting for her. But that umbrella would sure fit in at her store.

Maybe on the way back. If they were still there. Which, by the look of things, they might be.

Cassie shook her head and focused on what she was going to do when she met up with Byron.

What were they going to talk about? Did they have anything in common? Except for wanting to win this competition, of course. So that’s what they should talk about.

Strategize. Yes, that’s what they should do.

She walked on with a smile on her face. A strategy meeting. She could do that.

Because she couldn’t do a date?

Of course she could! She’d been on dates before. She just didn’t want to do anymore, that was all.

Yet as she reached the unassuming restaurant and pushed the door open to see Byron already seated, with an expectant expression that turned to one of elated relief as she stood in the doorway, she wondered if she was wrong. That expression made her feel as though she were the most important person on the planet, and it suddenly felt as if this was the most important date she had ever been on.

Because it was. But for no other reason than the fact that if this date was a disaster, there was no way they were going to convince anyone, let alone a sentient, magical tavern, that they were a couple. And that meant they would get kicked out of the competition.

If only she’d put that mood ring on when it had turned purple, she might have been more in the mood for a convincing date.

“Good morning.” Byron stood up as she stood in the doorway, frozen to the spot. “What can I get you to drink?”

“A drink?” Cassie found her voice and stepped farther inside, heading for the table Byron was at.

“If you would like one,” Byron asked, sounding a little unsure of himself. “I think it’s customary to offer a drink at the start of a date.”

“And you are going to get it for me?” Cassie arched an eyebrow as she sat down and looked around at the plain, yet classy light interior, trimmed with the lush leaves of trailing plants. Maybe this was why Sophie found it funny when she heard where Cassie was meeting Byron for lunch. Cassie leaned forward and whispered, “Do you work here?”

Byron cracked a wide smile. “No. But this is my favorite place to eat. The food is excellent. I like their meatball sandwich and the fries are to die for.”

“I see.” Cassie didn’t really see. “So, why would you be getting me a drink?”

“Ah! Point taken,” Byron said, his smile faltering for only a moment. “And a subtle way of putting it. I’m sorry, I just assumed that I would pick up the bill. Ergo, I would get you a drink. Figuratively speaking. But I shouldn’t have. It was presumptuous of me.”

Cassie stared at him for a moment as she worked her way through his explanation, and then nodded. She needed to loosen up. Offering someone a drink was a perfectly normal thing to do, even platonically. Damn, she should have slipped that ring on. “That’s okay. We have to get to know each other.”

“We do.” Byron nodded, his gaze lingering on her face. “So…drink?”

“I don’t usually drink in the day,” Cassie said.

“It doesn’t have to be alcoholic. Coffee? Soda? A mocktail?” he suggested.

“A mocktail would seem most appropriate,” Cassie said. “Since this is also a mock date.”

“A mock date.” Byron seemed a little crestfallen. As if he were taking this relationship seriously. Very seriously.


Chapter Five – Byron

She looks tense, Byron’s dragon said as Cassie sat across the table, her hands clasped together in her lap.

She’s not the only one, Byron replied.

Just relax and be yourself, his dragon replied. That’s the most common advice anyone gets when they’re nervous about a date.

Be myself, Byron repeated. How hard can that be?

Byron glanced at Romera, the waiter, as he walked away from their table with their orders before turning his attention back to Cassie, wracking his brain for something to say. An icebreaker of some sort.

“So, tell me about this store of yours.” Byron steepled his fingers.

Not bad. It’s a start at least. Now just relax, you’re on a date, not a lecture, his dragon soothed, and Byron slowly dropped his hands onto his lap.

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

“It has a very interesting name, The Fickle Cauldron, correct?” Byron kept his tone light even though his whole life, and his family’s future, were hanging on this one lunchtime date.

Mock date, his dragon corrected.

Cassie seemed to relax a little as she began to talk. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“How did you come up with it?” Byron asked.

“Oh, it was inspired by one of the first magical items I ever owned. It was this dusty little cauldron that was picky about what potions it would let you brew,” Cassie replied with a wistful smile. “Sometimes it would only brew potions based on emotions, another day only sleeping potions, and if you tried to brew when it didn’t feel like, it was awfully messy. But when you got it right, that thing made very potent potions.”

“You mean it had a mind of its own?” Byron asked.

This seems to be a trend. First The Lonely Tavern, now a Fickle Cauldron. What next, a time-traveling teapot? his dragon asked.

Now that would be something, Byron mused.

“Sometimes spells leave a residue,” Cassie explained. “I suspect a previous owner made a fairly powerful potion while using the cauldron and then left the brew in the cauldron for a couple of days. Or weeks.”

“And the magic of the potion seeped into the very essence of the cauldron? I’ve read about that happening sometimes.” Byron leaned forward. “So, what did you do?”

“What did I do?” Cassie furrowed her brows.

“Yes. Do you...” He looked up. “Ah, here are our mocktails.”

Cassie clasped her hands in her lap as the server approached with two elegant glasses on a tray.

“Here we are, Byron.” Romera placed the Outrageous Oasis down on the table in front of Byron. “And for your lunch date.” Romera gave a curious smile as he set down a Sunset Surprise.

“Oh, this is Cassie. Cassie, this is Romera,” Byron introduced.

“Good to meet you, Cassie,” Romera said, eying her with interest.

“And you, Romera,” Cassie replied with a nod of her head. “The mocktails look too good to drink.”

“Ah, my wife made them, especially for you.” Romera grinned widely. “Byron is our most regular customer. He practically keeps us in business. Even when he’s not staying in town, he flies over twice a week. He must eat here at least three times a week at the moment, and he always orders the same. Except for today, it seems the mocktail is different, at least, so we made it special.”

“Thank you, Romera,” Byron said with some embarrassment.

But he’s not wrong, Byron’s dragon said. You are set in your ways.

I like what I like, Byron answered curtly.

“Enjoy your Outrageous Oasis,” Romera said with a bow to Byron. “And I hope you enjoy yours, Cassie.” With that, Romera swept away, disappearing back into the kitchen.

“Doesn’t he have a flair for the dramatic?” Cassie said, a smile playing on her lips. She lifted her glass, studying the vibrant colors swirling within.

Byron chuckled. “Romera is quite a showman. Always has been, always will be.”

“You’re old friends?” Cassie asked as she picked up her glass and sniffed it tentatively.

“He visited Cairnnor some years ago. He had a thing for one of my sisters, but it was not meant to be,” Byron replied as he raised his glass to Cassie.

“Of course. Romera was not her fated mate.” She clinked her glass to his and then took a sip of her mocktail. As she tipped the drink, it was as if a summer sunset swirled in her glass, all oranges and reds.

Now Cassie is definitely going to think that we are not mates, his dragon said, with more than a hint of accusation in his voice.

Byron sipped his drink. The tangy sweetness of strawberries exploded across his taste buds, the effervescence tickling his tongue.

“The flavor is amazing,” Cassie said in surprise. “Very unique. Like sipping a warm evening.”

“Indeed.” Byron nodded, his senses reveling in the new taste that Romera’s wife had crafted and the nearness of his mate.

But his dragon was right. Until he told Cassie that they were mates, she was going to keep thinking that they were not meant to be together.

So tell her, his dragon said, happy at the thought.

But to tell her might do more damage, Byron replied. You heard her say she does not want to date.

That’s what she said, but it might not be what she means, his dragon said.

“So, you were telling me about this Fickle Cauldron. Did you cure it? Or contain it somehow?” Byron asked.

“Cure it?” Cassie furrowed her brows. “Do you think everything not perfect needs to be cured?”

“No, not everything,” he replied, studying her face. Her question seemed to carry a heavier weight than the one he had asked. “But a cauldron like that must be unmanageable, troublesome. I mean, surely whoever owns it won’t know whether or not a potion is going to work.”

“Exactly.” She took another sip of her drink.

“I think I am missing the point,” Byron said.

“I think so, too.”

“Are you going to tell me your point?” Byron raised an eyebrow.

“I am.” Cassie sipped her drink leisurely, leaving the conversation hanging.

Give her time, his dragon said. She’s probably trying to figure out how to explain something technical to a non-magical person like you.

I might be non-magical, Byron said, but technical is my thing.

Well then, maybe she’s just teasing you. His dragon grinned.

“So, the cauldron,” she began, fingers tracing the rim of her glass. “Fickle is just a description. It isn’t meant to be cured. It’s just...different.”

“Different how?” Byron leaned in, intrigued. “Wasn’t it made to mix potions under the direction of a witch or warlock?”

“It was.” Cassie placed her glass on the table. “Imagine you have a tool. It’s unpredictable, yes, but not unmanageable. You learn to work with it and understand its quirks. In time, its unpredictability becomes an advantage. Adaptability leads to growth.”

Byron slowly nodded, taking in her words. “What you are saying is that its unpredictable nature can help with casting spells?”

“Yes and no,” Cassie replied, her expression animated as she spoke. “Like I said, when you got it right with the cauldron, the potions were particularly strong. But I think more importantly, the cauldron resembles life.”

“And life is unpredictable,” Byron said.

Like meeting your mate in a magical tavern and having to enter a couples’ competition to get to know her and win her heart, his dragon said.

I think I like my life predictable, especially for the foreseeable future, Byron said. Now that we have met Cassie, we need to claim her, mate with her, and produce an heir. Otherwise, we’re going to lose our family’s fortune.

I hope that’s not how you plan to explain the situation to Cassie, Byron’s dragon said.

Well, you know I never had a way with words, Byron replied.

“Yes, life is unpredictable. And it’s the way we respond to that unpredictability that makes us strong,” Cassie replied. “The fickleness of the cauldron, its unpredictable nature, means that the user has to constantly evolve their brewing process and become a better potion maker for it.”

“Do you still have the cauldron?” Byron asked.

She shook her head. “No, I sold it to a powerful warlock who was visiting from Panjara. He saw the soul of the thing. And he saw its value.”

“To him, it was not broken. It was exactly how it was supposed to be,” Byron finished, finally grasping what his mate was trying to say.

“Yes.” She nodded happily and then looked up as Romera approached the table, notepad in hand.

“What can I get you, Cassie?” Romera asked.

“Oh.” Cassie picked up the menu and scanned the items, which until now they had ignored. “Is there anything you recommend?”

“I…” Byron stalled.

Cassie tilted her body to the side and looked at him around the side of the menu. “I thought this is where you often eat.”

“It is,” Byron admitted.

“Your usual?” Romera asked. “Or will you shock us all by ordering a different dish in honor of your lunch date with a beautiful lady?” He half-covered his mouth and said, “I think you are shooting above your weight, no?”

“Punching,” Byron corrected, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “It’s ‘punching above your weight.’”

Romera chortled. “Yes, punching! Sorry, English sometimes loses me.” He looked between them expectantly.

Byron glanced at Cassie, who had hidden her face behind her menu. He couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or not.

Was she laughing at the exchange, or was she embarrassed at Romera’s teasing? He decided to take the leap. “Well, despite punching above my weight, I am going to have my usual,” he told Romera, a hint of humor in his voice.

“Why am I not surprised? Sometimes you will come here and say, Romera, tease my taste buds with something new. And I will say to you, try the Seafoam Pasta. A creamy pasta dish with plenty of seafood and a unique blend of aquatic herbs, spices and seaweed.” Romera grinned, his white teeth a sharp contrast against his olive skin.

“One day I might,” Byron replied.

Doubtful, his dragon murmured.

“And for you, Cassie?” Romera asked with a tilt of his head.

Cassie lowered her menu slowly. “I will try the Seafoam Pasta since you made it sound so good.”

Romera’s eyebrows shot up, a gleam in his bright eyes. “Ah, a lady of good taste,” he applauded. “I assure you won’t regret it.”

“You eat the same thing every time you eat here?” Cassie asked as Romera walked back to the kitchen.

“I do.”

“And you eat her two or three times a week?” Thankfully, Cassie did not sound too judgmental.

“I do.”

A small smile played across her lips. “You’re a creature of habit.”

He smiled, his eyes crinkling. “I guess you would say I am.”

“And what about the other days?” Cassie asked.

“I’m sorry?” Byron asked.

“Do you go to another restaurant the other days and eat the same thing there?” Cassie asked.

Byron shook his head with a chuckle. “I’m not that set in my ways. I eat different things on the other days. I just like my usual from here.”

“Just checking,” Cassie said in a teasing tone as she picked up her drink and took another sip.

She looks more relaxed now that she knows you are a little strange, his dragon said.

“What about you?” Byron asked. “What are your favorite restaurants or favorite foods?”

“Mine?” Cassie squeaked as if no one had ever asked her before.

“Yes. Isn’t this date all about us getting to know each other?” Byron asked.

“For the competition?”

“What else?” he replied, trying not to grumble.

“Well.” She gnawed on her lower lip. “I’m a big fan of sushi.”

Byron blinked at her confession, a surprised chuckle escaping his lips. “Sushi, really?”

Cassie shrugged, taking another sip of her drink. “I like the simplicity. Raw fish, rice, seaweed. It’s humble...but elegant.”

Byron nodded, appreciating her answer. “I guess you are right. There’s something about keeping things in balance. Simple and yet sophisticated. A bit like you, it seems.”

“Are you calling me simple?” Cassie asked.

Byron’s dragon groaned inwardly. Nicely done.

“It was a compliment,” Byron added hastily. “What I meant was, you’re unpretentious yet complex.”

Cassie considered this, her eyes narrowing slightly as she sized him up. “I suppose I’ll take that as a compliment. But I don’t know how you could have come to that conclusion in the short time we have known each other.”

“Well,” Byron began, glancing down at his drink before meeting Cassie’s gaze. “Perhaps I’m good at reading people.”

Cassie scoffed lightly. “Really? What else can you ‘read’ about me, then?” She leaned in with an air of playful challenge in her eyes.

Byron leaned back in his chair and laughed. “Now that is a loaded question.” His eyes flickered to the kitchen and relief flooded his veins. “Ah, saved by the food.”

The server appeared, carrying two plates full of steaming food.

“My, that was quick.”

“Romera was probably preparing my sandwich from when he saw me walking down the street to the front door,” Byron chuckled.

Romera set the plates on the table. The Seafoam Pasta twirled high and garnished with a sprig of green smelled heavenly. Romera was right. Perhaps next time he would give it a try.

Cassie glanced at her plate, then back at Byron, an eyebrow raised. “Saved indeed. For now. But I reserve the right to revisit this conversation at a later date.”

Byron grinned, lifting his knife to cut his sandwich, but stopped when he saw that it had already been trimmed down into manageable triangles and smiled. “Of course, we can revisit it on another date.”

“That isn’t what I said.” Cassie smiled, reaching for her own fork.

“No, but we’ve got quite a lot to cover in this first meeting,” Byron said.

“Well,” Cassie began, “since we have to keep up appearances for the sake of the competition.”

Nicely done, his dragon said. And this time, he meant it.


Chapter Six – Cassie

“This is really good,” Cassie said for the fourth time, pointing at her rapidly disappearing pasta dish with her fork. Well, she had to say something to fill the silence between them.

She sighed. This might be the fastest date in history. As soon as Romera had brought the food, neither Cassie nor Byron seemed to know what to say. So they just ate.

“It looks good.” Byron looked up at her and smiled.

“Are you sure you don’t want to try some?” Cassie asked, wasn’t that what people did on dates? Share their food, their likes, their dislikes…anything.

“No, I’m good with my sandwich.” He looked up at her and smiled, then his expression changed. “Sorry.”

“For what?” she asked warily. Was he thinking of pulling out of the competition? Was that why he’d gone so quiet?

“I’m so used to coming here on my own, and just eating…” His voice trailed off. “But we’re supposed to talk, aren’t we?”

She covered her mouth as she giggled. “We can eat in silence if you want.”

He looked down at his plate and then up at her.

“No,” Byron shook his head, briefly touching his fingertips against his glass, fiddling with the condensation. “I’d rather get to know you better.”

Cassie paused and steadied herself with a calming breath. “Well,” she began, using her napkin to neatly dab the corners of her mouth. “I’m not sure where to start.” Then she smothered a smile. “So, tell me, Byron. What do you do for fun around here?”

Byron nearly choked on his mouthful of sandwich. Then he chuckled, which grew into a deep laugh that resonated through his chest. “We have to do better than that.”

“You would think.” Her smile faded for a moment. This really was a fake date. If it were real, they should have no trouble talking to each other. Every romance novel she’d read, every Romeo she’d watched, the characters just hit it off. They just knew what to do and say.

Byron leaned back in his chair, looking more relaxed. His gaze was on her, and while she thought she’d have felt uncomfortable, there was a heat that began to spread over her skin. “Tell me something you love.”

“I love...” Cassie looked down at her pasta and twirled her fork around in the rich seafood sauce. “I love...dancing,” she confessed and looked up at him. “Not professionally or anything. In fact, I don’t really like dancing when there are other people around, I only really do it alone. It’s more freeing.”

“As someone who has two left feet, I like the idea of dancing when there’s no one watching.” He looked down at his food, then asked, “And what music do you like to dance to?”

She smiled and leaned toward him. “There’s a music box in my store and every time you open it, it plays a random tune.”

“And that’s what you dance to?” Byron asked.

“I do.” She nodded. “It’s quite an eclectic range, really. One moment it’s Vivaldi, the next it’s some obscure pop song from the 90s. But the 80s music is my favorite when it decides to play it.”

“Sounds unpredictable,” Byron mused, not sounding too sure if that was a good thing.

“And you?” Cassie asked as she scraped up the last of her food from her plate. “What do you do for fun?”

“It’s cliché, but…fly.”

She paused, her fork midway to her mouth. “That must be the coolest thing ever. I think if I could fly, I would never walk on two feet again.”

“Sometimes that’s exactly what I would like to do,” he said. “But there are two sides to me. The dragon side and the human side, and the human side has family, friends, and responsibilities. And it’s not that I don’t love my family or mind the responsibilities. But to just fly and fly and see whatever and wherever you want…” Byron trailed off, his gaze unfocused, as if he was seeing something beyond the restaurant walls.

“Two sides...must be difficult,” Cassie murmured, trying to imagine what it must be like for him. She had always been just plain old Cassie.

“It can be,” Byron admitted. “I have an idea.”

“Is it one I am going to like?” Cassie asked.

“On our next date, we should do what we both like best.” He arched an eyebrow at her.

“Wait, I enjoy dancing alone,” Cassie said. “That’s the whole point of it.”

“It’s like a trust exercise. I enjoy flying alone. You like dancing alone. How about we try to do those things together?” Byron explained. “It’ll help us in the competition,” he quickly added.

“And if we do what I enjoy doing, we can go flying? I can ride on your dragon’s back?” she asked.

“Yes.” Byron nodded.

“Deal.” She nodded and ate the last mouthful of her Seafood Pasta.

“Date,” Byron said as he glanced toward Romera. “Dessert?”

“Do you usually have dessert?” Cassie asked.

“No, but I am suddenly feeling adventurous. Are you?” he asked with a slight incline of his head.

“I am.” She clasped her hands together under her chin as Romera approached the table.

“I hope you enjoyed your food,” he said, though he didn’t seem to have any doubts whether they did as he noted their clean plates.

“It was magnifique,” Byron said with enthusiasm.

“You are always too kind, Byron.” Romera produced two menus from seemingly thin air. “Did I hear you say dessert?”

“You did.” Byron accepted his menu and opened it. “Do you have a recommendation?”

“Byron, I would be most delighted to share a recommendation with you,” Romera answered. “The Tarta de Santiago is divine today. A traditional almond cake topped with powdered sugar and a hint of citrus.” He pointed at the item on the menu, “It’s a house favorite. Or if you are wanting something chocolaty, I would recommend the Churros con Chocolate,” he continued. “Freshly fried dough dusted with cinnamon sugar and served with a side of warm, rich, Spanish-style chocolate for dipping.”

“The Tarta de Santiago sounds amazing,” Byron declared almost instantly.

“I’d love to try the Churros con Chocolate, but,” she said, “could you please serve it with a side of ice cream?”

“Ahh, a woman after my own heart,” Romera said. “We will get those orders right out for you.”

Byron looked at Cassie. “It appears we both have a sweet tooth.”

“We do.” Cassie was beginning to enjoy herself. “Okay, next question. What do you not like to do for fun?”

“Good question,” Byron replied. “I dislike anything that involves heights, like rock climbing or skydiving.”

“Wait, but you’re a dragon shifter. You can fly! You just said you love flying!”

“No, my dragon can fly. And I am fine with that. I trust him and he trusts me. It’s something within our control.”

“Okay, I can understand that,” Cassie said. “Hmmm. I don’t like scary movies, especially the ones with those freaky little dolls. They give me nightmares for weeks.”

Byron chuckled at this confession. “You’ve never had a freaky little doll in your store?”

Before Cassie could respond, Romera returned with their desserts. She was once again shocked at how quickly they prepared their dishes. The Tarta de Santiago looked like a cake from the heavens, topped with a stenciled lemon dusted in powdered sugar. On the other side, the Churros con Chocolate was perfectly golden, arranged around a small pot brimming with velvety chocolate sauce and a scoop of creamy vanilla ice cream on the side.

“Enjoy,” Romera said. He looked at them each in turn and smiled.

Could he see they were enjoying themselves? He didn’t seem to mean the food this time.

“So, the dolls?” Byron asked, and she shuddered.

“No dolls in the store,” she replied as she dipped part of her churro into the warm chocolate sauce and then took a bite, savoring the sweet taste as it melted in her mouth. “Absolutely not. I would never sleep knowing it was down there.”

Byron laughed. “Did you have dolls when you were a girl?”

“I did.” She pressed her lips together. “And that is where the fear comes from. My dad brought home this doll from a case he was working on.”

“For The Authority?” Byron asked.

“Yes. It was late, and he always tried to be home to say goodnight to us, so he didn’t have time to go back to his office,” Cassie began.

“And the doll was haunted?” Byron asked as he ate.

“No, not haunted,” Cassie corrected, her eyes focused on the traces of chocolate on her plate. “A warlock had put a spell on it. We thought that it might have been a nuisance as it kept moving around and hiding things whenever it wasn’t being watched. Dad let me tinker with it to see if I could figure out how to calm it down…”

Byron stared at her, momentarily forgetting the decadent dessert in front of him. “What happened?”

She shook her head, looking up to meet his gaze. “It cut off all my hair.”

“Your hair?” Byron asked and reached across the table to entwine his fingers through the curls that hung down behind her headscarf.

“Yes,” she whispered as his fingers brushed against her cheek. “I woke the next morning to find my pillow covered in my hair.”

Byron remained silent for a moment. “Criminal. You have beautiful hair,” he murmured before he pulled his hand away.

“It grew back, obviously.” She picked up her churros and took a bite. “And my father removed the spell from the doll. But ever since that night…”

“You have a fear of dolls,” Byron murmured.

“Yes.” Cassie nodded, rubbing her hand on the back of her neck to try to rid herself of goosebumps. “Just the sight of them makes me shudder.”

“I solemnly promise to protect you from dolls everywhere,” Byron said as he reached out and covered her hand.

Cassie giggled and covered her mouth with her hand, but she didn’t slide her hand from under his. Instead, she welcomed the feeling of warmth that spread across her skin. “Thank you, Byron.”

“I mean it,” Byron replied as he went back to eating his dessert. “I’m not much of a fighter, but I could certainly take on a doll or two for you.”

“Let’s hope there are no heights to scale and no freaky dolls to deal with in the competition.” Cassie ate the rest of her dessert.

“But with our luck...” Byron started.

Cassie held up her hand to stop him from saying any more. “Don’t jinx it.”

Byron raised his glass. “Here’s to us and a competition free of haunted dolls and heights.”

“To us.” Cassie picked up her glass and touched it to his, even though there was barely anything left in it.

“Do you want another?” Byron asked.

“No.” She drained her glass. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

“No, thank you, Cassie,” Byron said. “I would never have entered the competition if you hadn’t walked into the tavern last night.”

“You were an unexpected surprise,” she said as she placed her glass down on the table.

“I think we have a good chance of winning,” Byron said.

“Really?” Cassie replied. “I wish I had your confidence.”

“It’s a good thing that I am part of the team, then. My confidence can carry us both.” Byron gave her a charming smile.

Cassie chuckled and shook her head. “You really are confident, aren’t you?”

“I believe in us, Cassie.” Byron’s smile softened. He made her believe they could conquer anything. Together.

“In us,” she echoed, her gaze dropping to the table as a shy smile tugged at her lips.

“Yes. Us.”

“I can see why you come here three times a week,” Cassie said as heat crept across her cheeks. She liked the way he said us. She liked it a lot.

Not that she wanted to be an us.

“Ah, now we have something in common,” Byron said with an infectious grin.

“We had something in common from the moment we met,” Cassie reminded him.

“Sophie?” Byron asked with a frown.

“No, the competition.” She held his gaze. “That is the reason for this lunch date.”

“Of course. How could I forget?” Byron responded, his grin fading.

Had he forgotten that’s why they were here? Cassie had to admit there were plenty of times during lunch that she could have let herself believe this was real, even just for a moment.

But it was not. And they both had to keep that in mind.

But her mind would rather dwell on the fullness of his lips, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners…

He was a shifter, she reminded herself. There was no future in a relationship with him. And anyway, hadn’t she sworn off men and decided to focus on attaining magical excellence?


Chapter Seven – Cassie

“I should get going. I need to get back to the store.” Cassie checked her watch. Was that the time? She hadn’t realized she’d been here for an hour and a half already. Time seemed to fly.

Because she was having a good time. With Byron. That little voice in her head reminded her.

“Can I walk you back?” Byron asked, pushing back his chair.

Cassie paused. His offer was tempting, but that’s what real couples did. “You don’t need to,” she said, shouldering her purse as she stood up.

“I’d like to,” he said.

She held his gaze and smiled. “You’re good at this.”

“At what?” Byron asked.

Cassie leaned forward and whispered, “Fake dating.”

Byron’s expression darkened for a moment, the humor leaving his eyes. But then he flashed another one of his winning smiles. A touch forced, but still charming. “Right. Fake dating.”

A pang of guilt pierced her heart. She’d upset him, although she didn’t know why. “But if you are walking my way, we could walk together. You must enjoy walking an awful lot to be so keen to trek across town with me all the time.”

He smothered a smile as he stood up. “I am walking your way. And while it’s certainly slower than flying, walking’s just fine.”

“Good.” She nodded.

“I’ll just get the check,” he said and approached the counter.

“I thought…” Then she nodded. “And I’ll get the next check.”

Byron’s smile widened as he pulled out a silver money clip holding a wad of notes. “Deal.”

Seeing him smile made her happy.

It was an odd thought to have. But it was true, nonetheless.

“Ah, our favorite customer. Did you have a nice lunch?” a tall woman asked from behind the counter.

“We did, thank you, Rosalie. Delicious as always.” Byron pulled apart the magnetic clip and slipped out a few notes. “Keep the change.”

“Thank you, Byron.” Rosalie put the notes in the cash register and then smiled at Cassie. “And you, Cassie. Will we be seeing you again?”

“Yes,” Cassie said firmly.

“Together?” Rosalie arched a questioning eyebrow.

“Yes, I think so.” On the spur of the moment, without really knowing why, Cassie threaded her arm through Byron’s. He stiffened and then relaxed as a frisson of electricity shot along Cassie’s arm.

If Byron felt it, too, he didn’t react.

Because they were not mates, she reminded herself. The sensation was probably just a static charge, or her magic on the fritz again.

“You make a good couple,” Rosalie said.

“Byron!” A small child came rushing around the counter, a mop of light, straw-colored hair bouncing on his head as he launched himself at Byron.

Byron slipped away from Cassie and held out his arms as the boy ran at him. “Robbie.”

“Robbie is Byron’s number one fan,” Rosalie explained. “Ever since Byron wrote a handbook on geology.”

“A handbook on geology?” Cassie turned an intrigued expression on her lunch date.

“That’s what I do,” Byron replied as he held Robbie in his arms. “I write handbooks.”

“You do?” Heat crept across Cassie’s cheeks. During their hour-and-a-half lunch date, she had not asked Byron what he did for a living, or even a hobby beyond flying. They had just…talked, and time had flown by. She had certainly enjoyed her time, but she felt like there was still so much they had to discuss about themselves.

“I do,” Byron confirmed, not meeting her gaze.

“Byron wrote the The Young Explorer’s Handbook, especially for me,” Robbie said with pride. “It says so in the front of the book.”

“I could not have written it without your help,” Byron replied. “I may be able to write instructional books, but that does not make me an expert in the fields I write about. Especially when it comes to adventuring outdoors. That’s not something I’m very experienced in at all.”

“Byron is very good with Robbie,” Rosalie said to Cassie. “He will make a wonderful father.”

“I’m sure he will,” Cassie replied with pursed lips. She had always found that a bit of a strange comment for people to make but looking at Byron’s smile as he laughed with Robbie, she could see it.

And that was why they were not mates. Because Cassie had decided many years ago that she would not make a good mother. Let alone a wonderful one. “Listen, Byron, why don’t you stay here with Robbie? I can walk back to the store on my own.” She began to walk backward toward the door.

“No.” Byron relinquished his hold on the young boy and Robbie slid to the ground. “I’m coming.” Then he told Robbie, “I’ll see you soon.” He hurried over to Cassie’s side as she waved to everyone.

“I have a new idea for a handbook,” Robbie called after them as they headed for the door.

“I can’t wait to hear it,” Byron called as he stepped out of the store.

“You write handbooks for a living?” Cassie asked as they strolled along the street in the warm afternoon sun.

“Yes.” Byron chuckled. “My mother was convinced I was meant for a literary career, hence being named after a great poet, I suppose. I did not want to disappoint her, but I am not imaginative enough for fiction. My prose is too dry for poetry. Though I found I had a gift for collating facts and making them more accessible.”

“So you wrote handbooks.” Cassie flashed him a smile. “Have you ever written any magical handbooks?”

“I have written a couple on potions. And a witch once asked me to help her write A Handbook for Young Witches.”

“You wrote that?” Cassie looked at him.

“Yes.” Byron nodded, a small grin curling his lips. “It was great fun. It made me wish I possessed even the most modest amount of magic.”

“I read that book,” Cassie confessed, her smile growing. “I think I must have read that back-to-back at least twenty times. It really helped me stop stumbling with my incantations.”

“Really?” Byron looked at her, surprise softening his features. “I’m glad it did.”

“Yes. Though I admit I wasn’t exactly a young witch when it came out.” She gave a half laugh. “I was struggling with my minor illusions, and then I was in the bookstore when it came out. There was a vast display filled with them and everyone was buying it. So I picked up a copy. I said it was for a friend’s daughter, but it was for me. I found that by going back to the beginning and focusing on the fundamentals, it helped me no end.”

“I’m flattered,” Byron replied hoarsely. “Truly.”

“You should be more than flattered,” Cassie told him. “That book changed many young witches’ lives.”

“I had no idea. I mean, I know it sold well.” Byron shrugged. “But as I was writing it, I was worried it might play out as a dull manual rather than an engaging handbook. Or even worse, that I had not managed to convey the ideas of magic and brewing very well, as I don’t really have much, well any, experience with those.”

“It was very engaging, don’t worry.” She looked over at Byron as they walked.

This revelation had told her more about Byron than words ever could. More than anything, it had taught her that this tall, broad-chested man beside her took incredible care with his work. And his interaction with Robbie showed he was committed to those he cared for.

He was a man who took his responsibilities seriously, even if he’d rather be soaring through unending skies.

He was a man who she could win the competition with.

“This is me.” She nodded as the sign for The Fickle Cauldron came into view.

“I didn’t realize your store got so busy,” Byron said as they walked toward the door.

“How did you—oh, shifter senses, right?”

Byron nodded.

“It’s not, to answer your question. We have a very specialized clientele.” She glanced sideways at him. “Are there many people in the store?”

“Yes. A handful,” Byron replied.

“Oh.” Cassie rushed forward, biting her lip as she caught a glimpse of one of the customers.

“Is everything all right?” Byron asked as he rushed after her.

“Yes.” She turned to face him. “Thank you, for lunch.”

“I thought I might come into the store and take a look at some of your magical marvels.”

“Another time.” Too late, the door opened and her eldest sister, Jade, stepped out.

“Cassie!” Jade, self-assured and confident, extended her hand toward Byron, who shook it politely. “And you must be Byron.”

“I am.” Byron shook Jade’s hand, a bemused smile on his face.

“I’m Jade, Cassie’s sister,” Jade said easily. “Good firm handshake.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to squeeze too hard,” Byron said, instantly loosening his hold on Jade’s hand.

“Not at all. I think there’s a lot you can tell from a handshake.” Jade smiled brightly, her blonde hair shimmering. Everything about Jade shimmered. It was as if she wore a permanent magical aura.

“Good to meet you, Jade.” Byron glanced at Cassie as if expecting her to speak. To say something.

“You and Cassie went for lunch. How was it?” Jade always was good at filling any gaps in conversation.

“We did, and we had a wonderful time,” Byron said. “Cassie was about to show me around her store.”

“I was?” Cassie’s voice took on a high-pitched tone.

“Oh, she has the most incredible items in here. It’s a real treasure trove,” Jade smiled radiantly. “I have never known anyone to have such a unique understanding of magical items. Why don’t you show Byron your wonderful store, Cassie?”

Cassie looked down at the ground and rocked back on her heels. If they went inside the store, Byron would meet the rest of her perfect family.

“Cassie.” Jade placed a gentle hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I think everyone would like to meet Byron.”

Cassie nodded. Jade was right. And what better way to make a fake date convincing than having them meet her entire family? “Okay.” She headed for the door.

As she reached the door, Byron darted around her. “Here. Let me.”

“Oh! Thanks, but I think I can manage the door.” Cassie gave him a confused look.

“Wow, Cassie, you seem to have found one of the last remaining gentlemen in town,” Jade said lightly as she followed them inside.

“Cassie!” Her mom stood near the counter talking to Sophie, who cast her an apologetic smile. “And this must be Byron.”

Cassie took a breath as she pushed down the feeling that her lunch date with Byron had been spoiled by the arrival of not one, but four members of her family. This wasn’t the quiet, easy setting she had been hoping for.

Her family rarely gathered in a pack of four unless it was a birthday or some other special occasion. Any minute now, she expected her father to walk through the door to complete the set.

“Is something wrong?” Cassie asked as she looked across all her sisters.

“No.” Her mom’s eyes darted from Byron to Cassie, and then to Jade. “Why should there be?”

“Because, except for Dad, you are all here,” Cassie said bluntly. “We normally only all get together for dinners.”

“We thought we’d just pop in to see….” Her mom snapped her mouth shut as Cassie arched an eyebrow at her.

“Um. Nice to meet you all,” Byron said, breaking the awkward silence that followed. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” His gaze lingered on Cassie, a warmth in his eyes that made her stomach flutter.

Jade caught the look and smiled. “Cassie, why don’t you show Byron around? We can come back later.”

“We can?” Beatrice slipped the mood ring off her finger and placed it on the red velvet pillow. “Oh my, I feel fantastic all of a sudden.”

“Maybe we should,” Neave agreed. “This mirror has just told me I should treat myself to a facial to help get rid of my wrinkles.” She put a hand to her forehead and then slid it down to the small lines around her mouth.

Jade chuckled. “I think Cassie is the only one among us who has the confidence to be surrounded by such treasures.”

“Agreed,” Neave said and glanced at the mirror reproachfully.

Beatrice laughed, easing the tension in the store. “Apparently, it believes I need a more flattering haircut. And more positivity in my life.”

“It told me I am too shiny,” Jade replied with a small laugh. “And I don’t think it meant my complexion.”

Beatrice giggled. “You always did have an inner glow.” She swept her hand through the air and a soft wind blew Jade’s hair back in a way that was reminiscent of a hair product ad.

“Well, I made the mistake of trying on those gorgeous earrings,” their mom said with a scowl at the pearl teardrop earrings.

“Oh dear,” Cassie said and went to her mom. “They don’t speak the truth.”

“Don’t they?” Her mom raised an eyebrow.

“No, they don’t,” Cassie soothed. “They tap into the negative voice in your head. And we all know that does not speak the truth.”

“Thank you, Cassie.” Her mom wrapped her arms around Cassie’s shoulders and hugged her. “You always know what to say.”

“So, I’m not a miserable old hag with buck teeth?” Neave asked.

“You tried them on, too?” Beatrice asked with a giggle that erupted into a laugh that infected everyone in the store. “It told me I would die a lonely, shriveled-up spinster. I had to put the mood ring on when it was blue. That ring is incredible. It left me feeling so Zen-like.”

“What you need is a nice cup of tea,” Cassie said.

“No,” her mom held up her hand. “We are going to leave you and Byron alone. We just came by to check…”

“Where Mom left her keys,” Jade cut in. “And your crystal ball has told us, so we’ll all go now that we got what we came for.” Jade ushered her mom and sisters toward the door despite their protests. “We’ll see you soon, Byron.”

“I should get going, too.” Sophie grabbed her coat and purse from behind the counter. “Call me,” she whispered to Cassie as she gave her a brief hug and then headed out of the door and closed it behind her.

Leaving Cassie alone with Byron in an awkward silence.

“They remind me of my sisters,” Byron said easily as he went to the crystal ball and trailed his fingers over it. “Ah, so that’s where I left it.”

“What?” Cassie said as she stared at the scene before them.

“My ninth-grade math homework.” He flashed a grin at her. “Show me more. Show me everything.”

“Are you sure?” Cassie asked.

“I have never been surer of anything in my life,” Byron answered.

And neither had Cassie. She was falling for Byron. Falling hard. And fast.


Chapter Eight – Byron

“So, here we are.” Cassie held out her hands, and then let them drop to her sides. “What would you like to see first?”

“What is your favorite item?” Byron asked.

“My favorite?” She tugged her brows together and turned in a slow circle. “I don’t know that I have a favorite. I suppose it changes depending on the day and my mood.”

I know who my favorite is. Byron’s dragon swooned.

“Okay,” Byron said. “If I walked into your store and wanted to buy something, what would you suggest?”

“That you choose,” Cassie replied bluntly. “I mean, you should walk around the store and look at everything, pick them up, try them, and then choose.”

She turned away from him and strolled down the left-hand side of the store, passing shelves with neatly displayed items.

Byron followed, his eyes lingering on a stack of besom brooms in a wooden tea crate. “What are these?”

“Brooms,” Cassie answered.

Byron chuckled. “I can see that. And why do they belong in your store?” Byron asked, reaching out to touch the handle of the nearest broom.

“Oh. Well.” Cassie stepped beside him and reached for a broom as well, her fingers brushing against his, sending a jolt of recognition through him which he fought to not react to. “This one…” She pulled out a broom with long, tawny bristles, and a handle carefully carved with intricate scrollwork. “This one has attachment issues.”

“Attachment issues?” Byron repeated and reached out and brushed his fingers over the smooth wood of the handle.

“Yes, its previous owner passed away. And now it won’t fly.” Cassie ran her fingers lovingly through the bristles. “But I believe that when the right person comes along, it will fly once more.”

“I like that,” Byron replied with a smile. “And the rest of them. What are their unique qualities?”

“Unique qualities?” Cassie studied him for a long moment. “Most people would call them defects.”

“I am not most people,” Byron said, then grinned. “As most people will tell you.”

“I’m not most people either,” Cassie said as she slid the broom back into the box.

“What else do you have to show me?” Byron asked, his eyes resting on an antique pocket watch hanging precariously by a brass chain.

“Oh, this?” Cassie plucked the watch from its perch, cradling it gently in her palm as if it were a small, wounded bird. “This is a Timekeeper.”

“A timekeeper? Is that not what all watches do?” Byron chuckled softly.

“Ordinary ones, yes,” Cassie replied with a smile. “But this one is anything but ordinary. It doesn’t just keep time—it contains it. You can trap a moment inside and revisit it whenever you wish.”

Intrigued, Byron extended his hand, fingers brushing against the cool metal of the watch. “Is there a moment trapped in it now?” he asked, eyes meeting Cassie’s.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. She carefully placed the watch in his hand and closed his fingers around it. “Only the person who traps the moment can access it. To everyone else, it’s just an old, broken watch.”

Byron frowned at this, his thumb running over the cracked glass face of the watch. “And if the person who trapped the moment is...gone?”

Cassie shrugged. “Then I suppose the moment is lost forever.”

“So why keep it?” Byron murmured as he stared at the watch.

“Because to someone, that moment is so precious,” Cassie explained as she gently took the watch from his hand and placed it back on its hook. “And I like to think that one day the person who the treasured memory belongs to will walk through the door and reclaim it.”

A smile played across Byron’s lips. I believe our mate is a romantic after all.

She’s simply profound, his dragon replied, his tone melancholy.

“But then, I am a sentimental fool.” Her mouth turned down at the corners as she stepped away from him.

“I don’t think there’s anything foolish about being sentimental,” Byron said earnestly, as she moved away. “Memories...moments...they are the essence of our very existence, aren’t they?”

“Perhaps,” Cassie conceded, her gaze locked with his. “But they can also be our downfall.”

Byron contemplated this in silence. “But they can also be our salvation. A place to seek sanctuary or even advice.”

“Life is a matter of perspective, isn’t it?” Cassie mused, as her fingers trailed over the feathers tucked into the band of an emerald green hat. “One person’s downfall could be another’s salvation.”

“You’re right,” Byron agreed, then he inhaled sharply. “And this hat?”

“Feathers of forgetfulness,” Cassie replied and lifted the hat up, holding it out to him. “The wearer of the hat may experience occasional memory loss. Do you want to try?”

“No,” he said sharply. “Sorry, I don’t want to forget anything about our first date.”

“It was that important to you?”

“Well, it’s-it’s important not to forget anything we have learned about each other in case it comes up during the course of the competition.” Byron tried not to grimace. He couldn’t tell if there had been hopefulness in Cassie’s voice or not, but he was afraid of scaring her away.

“Is this still a date?” Cassie asked.

“Well, technically, I would say so,” Byron replied. “We met for lunch and then walked back here together. I believe our date will end when we part.”

“I believe it will,” Cassie agreed solemnly. “Come look at this.” She reached out and grabbed hold of his sleeve, pulling him toward the back of the store.

“A mirror.” Byron watched their reflections as they approached a tall mirror in an ornate, gilded frame. “Is this the mirror that insulted your mother?”

“No, that one is over there.” She stopped before the mirror, and he stood by her side, trying to figure out how the mirror came to be in the store when it was so large.

He leaned forward and whispered. “I’m not sure I understand?”

“No?” She half-turned to look at him. Her lips were so close he could feel her breath on his cheek.

“Yes, a normal, everyday…” He jerked his head back as the reflection before him shifted and there, staring back at him, was a robust witch dressed in scarlet red and wearing a frown of pure displeasure.

“See?” Cassie raised a hand and waved, but then the reflection shifted again, and the witch was gone, replaced with Cassie and Byron. “And we’re back.”

“What happened?” Byron asked, his voice filled with confusion.

“I call it The Mirror of Misplaced Reflections,” Cassie explained, her eyes not leaving the now seemingly ordinary reflection. “Sometimes you see what you expect. Sometimes you see other people. And sometimes...you see something else entirely.”

“Something else entirely?” Byron asked excitedly. “Like what?” Byron gazed at his own reflection, hoping the image might shift to one of something else entirely.

“Once I saw a giant, hulking beast instead of my reflection,” she said, a far-off look in her eyes. “It had red eyes and scales that gleamed like emeralds.”

Byron looked at her with skepticism. “How is that even possible?”

“Behind him was a mountain range that I have never seen before, even in books,” Cassie explained. “I believe the beast was staring at his reflection in a mountain lake, and somehow, his reflection ended up here.”

“So it’s random?” Byron asked.

“I don’t know.” She stared at their reflection for a few moments and then said, “Or maybe the mirror is enchanted, and the reflections don’t exist at all.”

“Fake,” he murmured.

“Yes.” She lifted her gaze and their eyes met in the mirror. “Fake.”

Tell her, his dragon roared. Tell her right now that we are not fake, that we are meant to be together. Forever.

But then Cassie tore her gaze from his and walked away, and the moment was gone. “I dare you to try this.”

I don’t like the sound of that, Byron told his dragon.

Neither do I, Byron replied with a grumble.

In the whole of his life, whenever he’d accepted a dare, it had never ended well.

“What is it?” Byron asked as he brushed past a witch’s cloak that made his hair stand on end.

“Oh, I should have wanted you about the static.” She reached up and smoothed her hand over his head, and he shivered. “Here.”

“A goblet.” He wrapped his hand around the stem of the ornate gold-colored goblet.

“Not just any goblet,” she replied. “It’s an everlasting goblet.”

“An everlasting goblet.” He peered into the rounded cup. “It’s empty.”

“Until you raise it to your lips,” Cassie replied. “And drink.”

“And then what?” Byron eyed the goblet suspiciously.

“Then,” she shrugged, grinning mischievously, “you’ll see.”

“Taste,” Byron replied. “I’ll taste.”

“You will.”

“But what will I taste?” Byron asked, inching the rim of the goblet toward his lips.

“That is the question,” Cassie said with a mischievous grin, obviously in her element here in her store.

“You don’t know.” Byron was not adventurous in the culinary department. There was a reason he ate lunch at the same place three times a week.

“Don’t worry, no one had ever died from drinking the contents,” Cassie said, her face deadpan.

“Reassuring.” He wrinkled his nose as, with a wary glance at her, Byron tipped the goblet, his lips meeting the cold metal rim. As soon as the rim touched his mouth, he felt a warmth spread through him, a taste that was so familiar yet so exotic—rich, luscious notes of caramel and spice, a hint of star anise, a splash of mead. He pulled the goblet away and looked at it in surprise. “What…what is this? I’ve tasted it before…but I can’t remember where or when, or what it’s called.”

Cassie chuckled. “I don’t know, you tell me.”

“Taste it,” he said and offered her the goblet.

“It doesn’t work like that,” she replied. “If I take a sip, it will be different. That’s the point.”

Offer her a kiss, his dragon said. She can taste your lips.

I don’t think so, Byron replied, although the idea was tantalizing.

“I have an idea.” She took the goblet from his hand and placed it back on a small, raised dais and then propelled him down the right side of the store. “Here.”

She stopped in front of the crystal ball, and he chuckled as he placed his hand on its cool surface. It shimmered, and he stared into its depths as an image of a much younger version of himself appeared, surrounded by his family.

“Do you recognize it?” Cassie asked.

“I do,” he said hoarsely. “This was my first book release. A handbook on Dragon Shifting for Beginners.”

“Really?” Cassie asked. “That was your first handbook?”

A wave of nostalgia swept over Byron as he watched the younger version of himself in the crystal ball, so blissfully unaware of the trials and tribulations that lay in the future.

But also unaware that those trials and tribulations would lead us here, to our mate, his dragon reminded him.

You’re right, Byron said.

“It was,” he confirmed, turning his gaze back to Cassie, her eyes filled with intent curiosity. “It was a handbook on dragon shifting for beginners, written at the tender age of sixteen.” He chuckled. “It didn’t sell too well on Cairnnor. Most dragon shifters learn from their parents, so how I thought I could impart any useful knowledge, I don’t know. I was so naïve.”

Cassie leaned closer, her gaze shifting between the crystal ball and Byron’s face. “But that didn’t deter you.”

Byron chuckled. “No, because even though it didn’t sell well on Cairnnor, it did sell well on Panjara. But not as a handbook, as a work of exotic literature.”

Cassie chuckled. “And so your career was born.”

“And so my career was born,” Byron agreed. “I guess in some ways we are very much alike, Cassie.”

“We are?” she asked.

“We both like to learn how things work.” His eyes met hers and he held her gaze.

“It’s good that we are compatible,” she murmured.

“It is,” he replied, leaning closer.

“For the competition,” she whispered half-seriously.

“Of course.” But as he leaned in for their first kiss, the store door opened with a loud ringing from the bell and she jerked her head back, the moment gone.

But there will be other moments, his dragon assured him.

Many, many moments, Byron agreed.


Chapter Nine – Cassie

“Any last advice?” Cassie asked the mirror by the counter as she waited for the hands of the clock to tick around to closing time.

The mirror was silent for a long moment. Unusual since it normally had the ability to shoot snide comments faster than a tennis ball machine.

“Where’s your headscarf?” it finally said.

Cassie ran her fingers through her hair, which she’d left loose so that it framed her face. “I decided not to wear it.”

“Oh, really? Your outfit could use some help. A nice colorful headscarf might do the trick. It will distract from those massive shoes,” the mirror said, though its tone didn’t have quite the same sting as usual.

“I will take your advice on board.” Cassie smiled and shook her head as she looked around the store one last time and stepped toward the door, the thudding of her steel-capped boots causing her to chuckle.

“Take my advice,” the mirror said from behind her. “You’ll thank me later.”

Cassie stopped in her tracks and turned to look at the mirror. Usually, it only commented on a reflection, or if asked a direct question if you were standing close by.

This…was something else.

“Something intriguing,” Cassie murmured to herself as she turned her back to the door and stared at the mirror. Usually, the items were very set in their ways, but they did sometimes do surprising and unexpected things.

Then she caught another reflection in the mirror. Byron.

Now that was unexpected. The mirror had never shown a person not in its reflection. She tugged her brows together as she stared at the dragon shifter, who raised his hand and waved. Even through the slightly distorted reflection, she could make out his chiseled features and kind eyes. Was it reflecting something from the deep recesses of her mind?

Her frown deepened as she inched closer to the mirror. Then her heart nearly erupted from her chest as someone knocked on the window behind her.

“Byron.” The angle of the mirror had caught Byron’s reflection as he approached the store, and now he stood on the other side of the shop window, smiling at her.

Cassie let out a long breath as color infused her cheeks. Talk about overreacting. Byron had probably seen her jump out of her skin. She didn’t want him to think she was a drama queen and have second thoughts about entering the competition with her.

With one last look at the mirror, she turned toward the door. This competition had made her jittery.

She reached for the key, a rather ornate piece with an intricate carving of a Celtic knot, from where it hung on one of the hooks by the door, but she paused when her fingers brushed against silk.

A headscarf.

She felt the cool fabric between her fingers, and then plucked the headscarf off the hook and shoved it in her jeans pocket. It wasn’t exactly what the mirror had suggested, but she could always tie it around her hair if she needed to.

Cassie ran her hand through her hair. She did feel kind of naked without a headscarf.

“Everything okay in there?” Byron asked, his muffled voice holding a touch of concern.

“Yes! All good.” She opened the door and stepped outside. The rush of air smelled sweet and fresh next to the atmosphere inside the store, which always seemed to carry an old smell. She didn’t know exactly how else to explain it. It wasn’t musty, or moldy, just old. A smell that she had always found comforting. It was the aroma of aged stories and dusty mysteries.

“Are you sure?” Byron asked.

“Yes, why do you ask?” Cassie’s tone was a little accusatory as she closed the door behind her, thankful that the doorstop was behaving itself.

“You seemed hesitant, was all,” Byron replied as he waited for her to lock the door and slide the ornate key into her purse. “I just wanted to make sure you knew you didn’t have to rush if you forgot something.”

“It was the mirror.” Cassie looked back toward her store. “But it’s all good. Shall we go?”

“As long as that is what you want to do,” Byron replied, not pressing any further.

“Isn’t it what you want to do?” Cassie asked carefully. She’d always found navigating these kinds of conversations awkward.

“Yes. Of course. Life-changing sage advice is just what I need.” Byron tugged his waistcoat down at the front.

“You’re nervous,” Cassie remarked as they started walking.

“Perhaps a little. Aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes.” She nodded as her stomach fluttered with said nerves. “But more because I’m worried, we might not get to enter.”

“Why not?” Byron asked.

“Because our relationship is fake.” She glanced sideways at him. “You’re not concerned?”

“No.” He gave a brief, but firm, shake of his head. “I believe entering will be the easiest thing we do for the whole of these trials.”

“I wish I had your confidence,” Cassie admitted, her gaze now fixed firmly on the cobblestone path beneath their feet.

“Confidence is key,” Byron said, his tone suddenly serious. He seemed to be looking at something in the distance, a far-off thing only he could see. “If we believe, then everyone else will believe. It’s an often-mentioned trick when it comes to negotiation or deception.”

Cassie snorted and then covered her mouth. “Sorry.”

Byron grinned at her. “That’s not the usual reaction I get.”

“It’s just that sometimes you talk like you’re giving a lesson.”

“Sorry, I’ll try to be more eloquent.”

“No, don’t stop.” Cassie flashed him a smile. “I prefer it when people talk like that. Directly, I mean. I don’t like when people don’t just say what they mean.”

She watched as Byron frowned at his feet for a moment, as if internally debating something before he returned her smile and simply nodded. “But back to our relationship,” Byron said. “I do believe that if we act as if it’s genuine, and we believe in it, then the tavern will, too.”

“Okay, since I have no better plan, let’s go with yours.” Cassie managed a weak smile, the lines of doubt etched into her forehead.

“Trust me.” Byron seemed to be lost in thought for a second.

“Wait, have you done this before?” Cassie stopped walking, and he turned on his heel to face her.

“Competition at the tavern or a fake relationship?” Byron asked.

“Either.”

“No.” He shook his head, his eyes fixed on hers. “Never. Neither.”

“Then how can you be so confident.” She glanced over his shoulder. “The tavern is just around that corner, so this is our last chance to decide if we want to go through with this.”

“It is.” He nodded. He seemed so sure of himself, and that unnerved her.

“So what if the tavern…” She shrugged. “I don’t know. What if it throws us out?”

“What if it does?” Byron asked the question back to her, which she found annoying, to say the least.

“It’ll be embarrassing,” she replied with a pout.

“Then we turn around and walk away.” He arched an eyebrow at her, and she felt as if he was daring her to do just that.

“And you’d be okay with that?” Cassie asked. “You’d be okay with that? You aren’t entering the competition for the chance of receiving life-changing advice?”

His smile was broad as he replied, “When you put it like that…” He sighed and his expression grew solemn. “What other choice do we have? Besides, I think the tavern brought us together after all.”

Cassie eyed him suspiciously. Where was he going with this? “To enter the competition together?”

“Why not? If the tavern is matchmaker central, maybe it matched us together because we both need the prize.” His eyes flickered with an emotion she could not read, but then he nodded. “Shall we test my theory?”

With an uncertain nod, Cassie took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “All right. Let’s do it.” She tried to ignore the flutter of butterflies in her stomach.

Byron chuckled and held out his arm to her. Cassie eyed the offered arm for a moment before she threaded her arm through his and together, they walked side by side, just like any other couple.

All she had to do was believe it, she repeated to herself as they turned the corner.

The sight of the tavern stopped them in their tracks, or more like the sight of the growing crowd outside the tavern stopped them in their tracks. The alley was filled with a throng of people of various races wearing all manner of garb. Most of them were milling around, watching the tight queue that threaded its way through the crowd, and talking amongst themselves.

“I didn’t expect there to be so many people,” Cassie said.

“Me neither,” Byron admitted. “But just remember, we belong here as much as anyone else.”

“Because we are a couple,” Cassie murmured.

“Because we are a couple,” Byron said with conviction.

“There seems to be a problem with the door,” Cassie said as the gathered crowd let out a collective groan. “It’s not opening.”

“Okay, next!” bellowed an exasperated voice that carried across the crowd. It was Flint, the bartender, who looked frazzled.

Next, was a witch and a warlock Cassie had seen in her store once or twice. She groaned inwardly. From what she could recall, they were powerful, just the kind of people who would win the competition. However, as they walked toward the door, it remained resolutely closed.

“Sorry,” Flint said. “Next!”

“I’m not done yet!” the warlock called out as he wrapped both hands around the door handle and tugged it with all his might.

“Let me try!” The air crackled with magic as the witch summoned a spell and unleashed it on the door. There was a loud thud as a bolt of energy exploded against the door and the ground shook.

“Any damages must be paid for!” Morwenna’s muffled voice cut through the air even from the inside of the tavern.

“Step away!” Flint said and planted himself, feet hip-width apart in front of the door.

“It seems as if we might not get a chance for the tavern to throw us out,” Cassie murmured. “Because it might not let us in at all.”

“Or it might,” Byron replied. “This might, in fact, be the first test. We must at least try.”

“Okay,” Cassie said, not convinced as she and Byron joined the end of the queue of people waiting for their chance to get inside The Lonely Tavern.

As they waited, there were plenty of commiserative ahhs, and a smattering of cheers as couples approached the door. From what Cassie could tell, there was no rhyme or reason as to why the door opened for some couples and not for others. And if it didn’t open when a couple approached, there was nothing they could do to persuade it.

Persuade it! Cassie shook her head. This was the most ridiculous thing she had ever done. The tavern was not sentient. No, if anyone was behind this, it was Morwenna.

She was probably peering out the window and selecting which participants she wanted to come inside.

The competition was probably a publicity stunt. Cassie glanced around at the gathered crowd. And it had worked far better than that old witch could have hoped, looking at the growing crowd which pretty much filled the alleyway and spilled out into the wider streets on either side.

It looked as though much of the crowd had been here for some time, filled with disappointed people who must have already been rejected by the tavern, Morwenna, or whatever force was behind this whole thing.

The queue was long, but luckily it moved quickly as most people were refused entry and were quickly ushered away by Flint, to be commiserated by the growing crowd of milling bystanders. There were one or two hold-ups where hopeful prospects were less than gracious about being refused entry, and there were one or two times when Cassie was worried that Flint was going to end up catching a fireball, but the huge man seemed to be nothing short of an expert at de-escalating any conflict. Something he likely had more than enough experience with having worked at The Lonely Tavern for some time now.

Or, more precisely, worked for Morwenna in The Lonely Tavern.

“Okay, it’s nearly our turn.” Byron nudged Cassie, who was watching a couple walk by. She was taken aback at first by the woman’s pale hair that looked as though it were spun from moonlight, but then by how she smiled and laughed when looking at the man she was with, and the way he tenderly put an arm around her.

They had just been rejected by the tavern. But they weren’t distraught or disappointed. In fact, it seemed like they were laughing together about it. To them, it didn’t seem to matter, perhaps because they already had what they needed.

How lucky they were.

As they walked away, Cassie’s attention was drawn to the couple who were approaching the door. The man was tall with a hawk-like expression, filled with complete infatuation as he looked down at the smaller woman with fiery hair next to him. Cassie had not seen them break physical contact once, and they bubbled constantly with laughter and softly spoken words.

They were completely wrapped up in each other as the tavern door swung open to a cheer from the crowd and they disappeared inside.

“Any suggestions?” Cassie asked as they took another step closer to the door. They were only four places away now and her nerves were building.

“Believe,” Byron said, and as she locked eyes with him, she did believe. She could see the echo of how the hawk-like man had looked at his partner in Byron’s eyes. He was very good at this whole fake dating thing.

All three of the couples in front of them were turned away with looks of disappointment as they stared at the closed wooden door of the tavern, and suddenly, Cassie and Bryon were standing in their place.

“Byron, Cassie.” Flint nodded and held out his arm to block the previous couple who had been shut out. “I told you, if the door remains closed, there’s nothing anyone can do to open it.”

“Thanks, Flint.” Byron glanced at Cassie and nodded as the irate couple walked off.

“No problem. Good luck, you two.” Flint stepped aside, leaving them both staring at the plain, rough wood of the front door.

Together, they stepped forward.

It seemed as if they moved in slow motion. One step, two steps… The door was going to stay closed. She just knew it.

Cassie faltered and went to pull back, but Byron gently took hold of her hand and smiled warmly at her. She felt a rush of recognition spread throughout her body, and her muscles shed their tension. As she looked up into his eyes, which seemed to light up when they met hers, the anxiety that had been building within her lost its hold.

She was so wrapped up in the sensation that it wasn’t until she blinked as her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the tavern’s interior that she realized the door had opened for them.

They were in!

“I told you to believe,” Byron whispered as he held on to her hand, guiding her toward the bar.

Cassie didn’t reply as she glanced around the sparse tavern. “Where is all the furniture?” The bar area, which she had only seen bustling with activity, was now completely void of even a single stool. If it wasn’t for the twenty or so couples the tavern had already let in, it would be a completely empty space.

“That is a good question,” Stan said as he came to meet them, grinning from ear to ear as they approached the bar. “But I’m sure we’ll find out when it’s time. Come and sign up.”

“I should have guessed that the tavern would have let you in, Stan,” Cassie said.

“It certainly did. I only wanted to come in for a drink, but I guess I’m in the running as well as you both now.” Stan nodded toward the side of the bar where an older woman with white hair and a serious expression stood, eyes narrowed as she assessed the other couples inside the tavern before he leaned in and covered one side of his mouth. “Between you and me, I don’t think even the tavern is bold enough to say no to Nancy. Not after its last run-in with fae.”

“Nancy is fae?” Byron asked.

“She is,” Stan said with a whimsical smile.

Byron leaned closer to Cassie and whispered in her ear, his warm breath a lover’s caress on her neck. “Fae don’t like dragons.”

“Why not?” Cassie asked with a surge of indignance.

“The history books say that it’s an old feud dating back centuries. Dragons and fae have always had conflicting interests,” Byron explained, his eyes never leaving Nancy, who was now scanning the room with hawk-like eyes.

“Oh, Nancy is a kitten, really,” Stan said. “She likes to get her claws out, but she would never hurt anyone. All meow, no scratch.”

“Unlike Amelia,” Cassie hissed as she caught a glimpse of a young woman with auburn hair seated at the bar, sipping a long drink with a straw.

“You know her?” It was Byron’s turn to sound protective as his eyes lingered on Amelia.

“Cassie?”

Cassie must have let her gaze linger too long as the other woman caught her eyes, and Amelia’s high voice cut through the excited chatter of the competitors gathered inside the bar area.

“Is that really you?”

“It’s really me,” Cassie answered.

“Jerome!” Amelia nudged the tall man seated next to her. “Look, it’s Cassie.”

“Cassie,” Jerome’s smooth voice caused her to tense. Great, this was all she needed.

“Hello, Jerome,” Cassie said lightly, as she gripped Byron’s hand tighter.

“Well, well, isn’t this going to be fun!” Amelia said, clapping her hands together.

“Fun is not guaranteed!” Morwenna’s shrill voice rose above the crowd as she held out a sheaf of papers, a wave of silence following. “Neither is your safety.” She raised her hand. “I have here a stack of very official-looking documents. Fate has allowed you into this tavern, and so fate will guide your hand as you sign on the dotted line, freeing myself, this establishment, and all its employees from liability caused by accident, mishap, or misadventure of any kind.”

“Quick, sign up,” Stan thrust a pen into Byron’s hand as there was a rumbling from the rafters. “I think we’re about to begin.”


Chapter Ten – Byron

“Woah!” Byron slipped a protective arm around his mate’s shoulder as the tavern shook.

Not that his mate seemed concerned. If anything, she seemed excited, drawn to the movement in the rafters above their heads.

Whatever comes our way, I am ready, his dragon bristled.

I don’t think the tavern intends to maim us, Byron said as a table leg appeared from the shadows above. Though perhaps we should have read the small print on that waiver.

Correction, several table legs that belonged to several tables, which descended from on high, like props in a theater, heralded by the sound of rattling glassware.

“I guess the first trial is about to commence,” Morwenna said as she hurriedly collected the waivers from everyone in the bar. “Congratulations on getting this far. As we’re not sure what’s about to happen, I feel like I should let you know the windows are not emergency exits. If it comes to it, pick a door and hope for the best.”

“What is the first trial?” Stan asked, his eyes bright with excitement.

“How am I supposed to know?” Morwenna answered. “If I did, I would have listed ‘furniture descending from the ceiling’ as one of the hazards on the waiver.”

“You genuinely don’t know what the trials are?” Byron asked as the tables finally landed on the floor.

“Nope,” Morwenna said as she approached the tables, which were now evenly spaced out around the tavern.

This reminds me of our old chemistry classroom, Byron said.

Remind me, his dragon said. Were you any good at chemistry?

You don’t remember? Byron asked.

I slept through most of the lessons, his dragon said with a yawn.

Let’s put it this way, Byron said. I was always much better at theory than practicals.

The tables that had appeared from the rafters were arranged in four rows of five columns, with sufficient space between them to allow the couples plenty of movement around them without the risk of knocking into anything or anyone.

Each tabletop was littered with a number of dried herbs, small plants, and crystals. A small cauldron on a tripod sat in the center of each, surrounded by various potion-brewing paraphernalia. Byron was glad that he recognized at least some of the tools and items from his time writing the Handbook for Young Witches. However, among the beakers, tongs, and burners, there were plenty of unfamiliar items…and some that looked a little out of place…

You might have to update your handbook, his dragon said.

“Oh, look. That’s interesting.” Morwenna placed her big stack of papers on the bar, next to a rolled-up scroll Byron was sure hadn’t been there previously. Morwenna picked it up and started reading. “Listen up! Our first trial is to brew a potion. Now, that’s not so bad, is it?”

There was a murmur through the crowd.

We definitely should have brushed up on our witch’s handbooks before this.

“All the ingredients you need are on the tables, along with all the required tools.”

“Is that a wine glass?” Stan asked, pointing to one of the tables at the back.

Morwenna raised her head to peer over at the table. “So it is. Well, improvisation is the name of the game here.”

“And there’s a pint glass.” Stan ducked down and checked out the rest of the tables. “And that’s a…”

“Points will be deducted for time wasters and criticism.” Morwenna shot a laser-sharp look at Stan. “They will also be deducted for any breakages or damages to tavern property.”

“Improvisation, you said.” Stan nodded as if giving Morwenna permission to continue and was met with a steely stare before the witch went back to reading the scroll.

“I did. This is a tavern after all, not a laboratory, so you will have to make do,” Morwenna went on. “You will each make a potion. A recipe is also provided.” She rolled the scroll back up and placed it in a pocket.

There was a beat of silence.

“That’s it?” Amelia asked. “We just have to make a potion?”

“Yes, it would appear so.” Morwenna nodded.

“Are there any other rules?” Another voice asked.

“Further instructions will, I’m sure, be provided if needed,” Morwenna replied.

“I think that means when the tavern decides to share them,” Stan said in a theatrical whisper.

“Points will also be deducted for smart mouths,” Morwenna finished, fixing Stan with another icy glare.

He had the grace to look sheepish, though Byron noted the mirth dancing in his eyes as he muttered, “Shot glass.”

Byron followed Stan’s gaze and smothered a smile as he spotted what was indeed a shot glass among the glass tubes and measuring jugs.

“Are there any more questions?” Morwenna asked, her voice layered with a thinly veiled threat. Everyone, including Stan, wisely kept their mouths shut.

“Very well, then,” Morwenna said, clapping her hands together. “You have exactly one hour to finish brewing your potions. The time begins...now.”

The room erupted into movement as every participant rushed toward a table. Most couples aimed for a table with the fewest ‘improvised’ items, and there was some tussling, but before a fistfight broke out, Morwenna yelled, “Points will be deducted for unseemly behavior! I will not tolerate violence when so much precious glassware is on the line!” Her voice echoed around the room, instantly silencing the squabbling and causing even the most boisterous of participants to shrink back in apprehension.

“Good,” Morwenna said, nodding approvingly. “Now remember, creativity and resourcefulness are key here.”

“I thought she said there was a recipe. Surely, we just follow that,” Byron said as he joined Cassie at the table with a wine pitcher.

His eyes moved across the oven gloves and old spectacles that must have replaced any form of safety gear, to the wooden spoons and cocktail shaker, before drifting to the table Amelia and Jerome had chosen, which looked almost state-of-the-art with a large mortar and pestle and even a small bellows.

Cassie chose this one, his dragon said.

Maybe she knows something we don’t, Byron said.

“Should we start with reading the recipe?” Byron asked as he began sorting through the items on the table, putting them in some kind of order. Dried herbs to one side, followed by fresh, followed by mineral, with the appropriate tools placed near each.

“Sure,” Cassie drawled as she watched him with some curiosity.

“Organization is key,” Byron said, frowning as he picked up a nutcracker. “I guess that belongs with the mineral reagents.”

“I thought Morwenna said creativity and resourcefulness are key here,” Cassie replied, and he could not tell if she was being sarcastic or literal as she picked up the small note placed on the corner of the table. “Okay, this is not…” Cassie gnawed on her bottom lip.

“Not…” Byron tried to look over her shoulder. “Oh.”

“It’s just a list of ingredients.” Cassie glanced around the room at the other couples, who had already started working on their potion.

“So let’s start,” Byron suggested. “We can figure it out as we go. These ingredients must create the potion we need.”

“But we don’t even know what the ingredients are supposed to make,” Cassie said, her voice rising. “We don’t know what order to add them, how they should be prepared, what heat if it requires magic.”

“Take a breath,” Byron said. “I’m sure we can figure it out. You’re a witch, after all.”

“Oh, so because I’m a witch, I’m supposed to know what to do?” she shot back at him.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Byron said. “But you have brewed potions before.”

Cassie ran a hand through her hair. “I haven’t brewed potions for a while.”

“Well, that’s better than what I’ve got to offer. I have never brewed potions,” Byron said.

“But you wrote a handbook…” She pressed her lips together. “You never actually made the potions it contained?”

“No,” he admitted and winced as if he’d lost her respect. “But I have read extensively on the subject.”

“I have read extensively on the subject of cheese making,” Cassie retorted, her brow furrowing as she scanned the tangled mess of ingredients before them. “It doesn’t mean I’m any good at it.”

Byron winced at her words. “Point taken.”

“Okay. Let’s gather the ingredients listed. Maybe it will come to me.” Cassie placed the recipe on the table and reached for the moonlit water, which was held in a wine bottle, while Byron grabbed the gossamer silk and rose petals, arranged in different snack bowls.

“Careful with the pixie dust,” he warned as Cassie closed her hand around it.

“Did you read that in a book?” She arched an eyebrow at him but loosened her hold, picking up the small vial with great care.

“Okay, here are the silverweed roots and a quartz crystal.” Byron placed the ingredients down in front of her.

Cassie stared at them for a moment before she raised her eyes and looked around the room at the other couples. “I don’t think I can do this. I don’t know what goes first.”

“The rose petals and the moonlit water,” Byron said with more confidence than he felt. “The moonlit water is the only liquid here and is commonly used with rose petals to make a stable potion base.”

Are you sure? his dragon asked.

I’m sure they won’t explode, Byron answered. The pixie dust, on the other hand, can be a little volatile.

Cassie turned her head to look at him, her gaze penetrating. “Rose petals and moonlit water it is.”

She picked up the wine pitcher and tipped the red rose petals in first, then poured in the water. “They need to infuse.”

“They do,” Byron agreed. “And then we need to heat the silverweed roots over the Bunsen burner to get rid of the bitterness.”

“Well, that would depend on what we’re making,” Cassie replied. “Because the bitterness might be meant to temper the sweetness of the rose petals. But that would depend on what we are trying to brew.” Her brow creased as she stared at the ingredients. “The thing is, I don’t get it. These ingredients don’t go together.”

“Which ingredients?” Byron asked.

“Hello.”

They both jumped to see Morwenna standing across from them, hands clasped behind her back as she surveyed their table.

“So, Cassie, Byron, how are we feeling about our lovely concoction, hm?”

Cassie and Byron glanced at each other.

“Honestly, we’re a little unsure of the recipe we’ve been provided,” Byron said. “Perhaps we could get some of those further instructions.”

“What a lovely suggestion. I’ll make sure to put it forward. Now, what have we started with?”

Cassie frowned. “Well, we’ve made a potion base with the rose and the moonlit water.”

Morwenna nodded approvingly. “What a lovely choice. A classic, even. Some great potions have been brewed off the back of these two common ingredients. You might want to use a few more ingredients if you don’t just want mildly sweet water, though. I also see that your workspace is so…organized. What a wonderfully tidy table. Really, orderly.” Morwenna nodded again before she drifted away from the table and headed for the next table. “So, Amelia, Jerome, how are we feeling about our lovely concoction, hm?”

Cassie shook her head. “Um, ingredients…the gossamer silk and the pixie dust. Those don’t mix at all.” Cassie chewed on her bottom lip. She looked up once more, but the other contestants were huddled around their ingredients. “I don’t think this is right.”

“I think we should stick to the recipe. It’s the one thing we have been given.” Byron picked up the paper and read it again. “I’m sure if we use them correctly, in the right order, we’ll make the potion and pass the first trial.”

And if we don’t, we’ll fail and likely lose our mate, his dragon said.

We can’t fail, Byron said firmly.

It would be embarrassing for the author of the Handbook for Young Witches to fail at a simple potion brewing, his dragon said. You probably don’t even need magic for this, just some technical knowledge.

Thanks for making me feel worse, Byron said with a huff. This was not going the way he’d hoped.

“I don’t know what order they should go in.” Cassie was shaking her head, looking perplexed. “The pixie dust is too reactive to use with the gossamer silk, it’ll just disintegrate.”

“What about the...” He reached for the tumbler filled with small lumps of quartz crystal, but it was gone. “What the?”

A screech rent the air, and they both turned to see one contestant jump sideways, knocking over a vial filled with a luminous liquid that spilled across the floor, giving off a faint glow as it seeped into the cracks between the floorboards. A collective gasp filled the room, all eyes swiveling toward the commotion.

“Kael!” a woman screeched in dismay. Kael, the man figure with emerald eyes and hawk-like features from the queue, looked at the spilled liquid with an expression of shock that gradually twisted into a mask of frustration. Kael’s partner, the petite woman with red hair, was frantically attempting to mop up the mess with a piece of cloth, her movements frenzied and haphazard. “Are you just going to stand there?”

“I wasn’t the one who knocked it over.” Kael folded his arms.

“Oh, I see how it is!” She looked up from the glowing liquid, which stained her fingers. The room was silent except for the soft sizzle of whatever potion the couple had brewed.

“Brushworth!” Morwenna called, and out of nowhere, the floating broom dashed over, batting the woman away while a mop and bucket got to work scrubbing.

Byron shared a glance with Cassie.

“Maybe I’m mistaken, but they mixed the pixie dust and gossamer silk,” Cassie said. “And then likely added the silverweed. The silk wasn’t strong enough to bind it all together. Strange, though…”

“About it glowing?” Byron asked.

“No, those two were so loved up when we came in here, but now look at them.”

Byron glanced round to see them still bickering. “I guess they cracked under the stress. But that still doesn’t help us. What do we do with this potion?”

Cassie shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know that this recipe isn’t right.”

“Then don’t trust in the recipe. Trust in yourself,” Byron told her. “Remember the fickle cauldron? This surely can’t be any more difficult than brewing with that.” He glanced down at his watch. “We just need to brew something.”

“But I told you, I am not good at this,” she hissed. “That’s the whole reason I entered the competition.” Byron tilted his head to the side and stared past Cassie. “Are you even listen…”

He shot out his hand and grabbed an imp with was creeping across their desk, one of the quartz crystals hoisted above his head. “Got you.”

The imp squeaked in surprise, dropping the crystal.

“He was stealing?” Cassie turned on the little creature, who was trying to push Byron’s fingers open so he could make his escape. “Maybe I should add him to the potion.”

“Maybe we should.” Byron’s eyes narrowed. “You live in the rafters, right?”

The little creature chattered at him, his voice so high and fast, like the whistling of a stiff breeze, it was hard to make out what he was saying.

“And these tables came from the rafters,” Byron continued.

“Do you think he knows what we are supposed to be brewing?” Cassie asked, peering at the little creature, who watched them with beady little yellow eyes.

Byron shrugged, then he placed the imp down on the desk and covered him with a beaker, before placing the quartz crystal on top of it to hold it down. “Maybe we should add a little heat.”

“Wait.” Cassie placed her hand over his. “If he helps us, we might get disqualified.”

“Morwenna said we should be creative and resourceful.” Byron eyed the creature under the beaker, who was trying to push it over and escape. “I think this counts.”

“So now you are saying we shouldn’t follow the recipe or the rules?” Cassie asked.

“That’s the thing. We don’t know the rules.” Byron ran a hand through his hair and then sat down heavily on a stool. It was as if the walls were closing in on him. This wasn’t a fair competition. Not fair at all. Competitions had rules, they had parameters, they had guidelines. This was nothing but chaos in the guise of a competition.

He looked around the room at the other couples, frantically picking up and placing down ingredients before picking up the recipe. He could see imps darting through the air and clambering all over the tables, whisking away ingredients back up into the darkness of the rafters.

Cassie looked at him and sighed before she picked up the Bunsen burner and lit it.

“Are you—?” Byron sprang to his feet.

“If your sentence ends with heating the silver root to remove the bitterness, then yes.” She eyed him curiously. “Do you really think I am capable of torturing a poor defenseless imp?”

The imp turned toward them and shook a tiny fist as he chattered in his high-pitched voice.

“I’m not sure if he’s taken offense at the word torture, or defenseless,” Byron said with a grin. “Tell me what you need me to do.”

“You’re not going to like it,” Cassie warned him.

“Try me.” Byron arched an eyebrow at her.

“Grab the Brinz Spice. And the Giggliop Flower.” She pointed to the leftover ingredients. “I’ll need some Horsho Pepper, too.”

“You’re going off-piste?” Byron asked.

“Off what?” Cassie asked.

“You’re not following the recipe.” Byron grimaced.

“I don’t think we were expected to follow it at all,” Cassie replied and then lowered her voice. “I think Morwenna gave us a clue in the first line she read from the scroll. And the other clue is on these very tables.”

Byron thought for a moment. “‘You will each make a potion. A recipe is also provided.’” His eyes widened, and Cassie nodded. “Oh my goodness!”

“You get it now? I don’t think it matters what we brew. I just think we need to have something by the end of this, despite all the…imp!”

Byron grabbed a hand fan that was likely there to replace the bellows they didn’t have and swatted away an imp that was heading for their dried sage.

“Ready to get to work?” Cassie asked.

“What do you have in mind?” Byron asked.

Cassie added the silver root to a test tube and heated it with the Bunsen burner. “I need you to make a paste from the Brinz Spice and the Horsho Pepper.” She pointed to the herbs and spices he’d already collected. “You need to juice that starfruit, then mix it all together.”

“On it.” Byron went to the ingredients he’d just collected, only to see another imp taking off with the Horsho Pepper.

“Oh no, you don’t.” With a twist of her hand and a muttered spell, Cassie sent the gossamer silk through the air. It landed on the imp, catching him in a fine net.

“Good catch!” Byron said with a nod of appreciation as he retrieved the pepper from the imp.

“Why, thank you!” Cassie flashed him a bright smile, which was both beautiful and infectious. “That silk was useful, after all.”

We’re going to complete this task, his dragon said.

But then he saw someone approach from his peripheral vision and Cassie froze.

Jerome, his dragon ground out.

He didn’t know what it was, but something about the guy set his teeth on edge, and he reflexively balled up his fist. Maybe it was because he was dating Amelia, who Cassie clearly had some tension with, but he wouldn’t let him cause any trouble.

Was there anything in the rules about turning our opponents to dust? his dragon said as a surge of jealousy coursed through him.

No, Byron said. I don’t believe there was.


Chapter Eleven – Cassie

Jerome. Cassie froze as she saw him approaching. It was bad enough that he was in this competition. She’d hoped to avoid him and Amelia, but now here he was, heading straight for her.

For them.

She glanced sideways at Byron. He looked as if he was about to launch himself over the table and wrap his hands around Jerome’s throat.

Maybe he’d picked up on her feelings toward Jerome. She’d wished to wrap her hands around Jerome’s throat herself on more than one occasion.

“Cassie,” Jerome said her name, but his eyes slid sideways to rest on Byron. Assessing him. Trying to figure out how to play him. He looked at everyone new like that.

How had she ever been attracted to this guy?

“Jerome,” Cassie replied.

“Hi.” Jerome ducked his head and grinned at Byron. “I’m Jerome.”

“So I heard,” Byron responded.

“And you are?” Jerome widened his grin, which faltered a little when Byron made no answer. “I didn’t know Cassie was dating. But good for you, Cassie.”

“You shouldn’t be here, Jerome,” Cassie told him.

“Shouldn’t be here?” Jerome’s expression darkened. “Are you threatening me, Cassie?”

Cassie rolled her eyes as Byron leaned forward, almost imperceptibly. “This is a competition. There are rules.”

Jerome grinned again, going for boyish charm as he whispered, “You know what? I don’t know if there are any rules.”

“You should go back to your table,” Byron said in a low tone.

“Are you threatening me now?” Jerome laughed. “Maybe I should call a judge or something…”

“No,” Byron said, “I was simply giving you some friendly advice.”

“Friendly advice,” Jerome said. “Listen, I don’t know what Cassie has told you about me…”

“Nothing,” Byron said. “Cassie has never mentioned you.”

“Really? That does surprise me.” Jerome pursed his lips for a moment. “Cassie and I shared a deep connection.”

“Thanks for stopping by, Jerome. I’m busy.” Cassie picked up the test tube containing the root and willed her hand not to shake.

“And that is the reason I came over,” Jerome began. “You are adding some interesting ingredients there.”

“You’ve been spying on me?” Cassie asked.

“Well, catching that little fellow with the gossamer silk caught everyone’s attention,” Jerome said, casting a glance toward the imp, still imprisoned, who was sitting with his arms folded. Cassie had no clue what the little creature was saying, but she didn’t have to understand the words to know he was not happy. “Especially since it means you are not putting it in your potion.”

“Yet,” Byron said.

“I’m sorry,” Jerome said, half-turning to look at Byron.

“We haven’t put it in our potion, yet.” Byron leveled his gaze at Jerome.

“Ah,” Jerome nodded.

“No, Byron, we should just tell him…” Cassie began.

“Tell him?” Byron tugged his brows together.

“Yes.” Cassie softened her expression. “You’re right. The gossamer silk doesn’t go in the potion.”

“That’s what we thought,” Jerome nodded in triumph.

“You use it to strain the potion.” Cassie held the test tube up and checked the color. It was done. “Now, if you don’t mind…”

“Of course…” Jerome glanced at the Horsho Pepper. “And this.”

“For the imps,” Byron said.

“The imps?” Jerome looked puzzled.

“If you put it around the edge of the desk, it wards them off. Make sure you get it all over your hands as well, so anything you touch is imp proof, just be careful not to touch your eyes after,” Byron said after a sideways glance at Cassie. “Maybe you should try it since they’ve already carried off half your equipment.”

“What?” Jerome said.

“I did try to warn you.” Byron smirked. “With my friendly advice.”

“Damn it!” Jerome snapped, spinning on his heel to race back toward his own workstation, where his mortar and pestle were being rolled away by a group of imps, to Amelia’s horror.

“Should’ve kept your eyes on your own work,” Byron muttered, watching Jerome disappear with a smirk.

Cassie chuckled, shaking her head as she poured a sprinkle of pixie dust into the charred roots. “Byron Fireborn. You’re incorrigible,” she said, her voice tinged with amusement.

“I don’t know what came over me.” Byron shrugged, a devilish grin spreading across his face.

“I do,” Cassie said.

“You do?” he asked.

“You want to win.” Cassie didn’t look at Byron as she reached for the eyebright solution.

“Oh…yes. I do.” Byron nodded. “Winning this competition is very important to me.”

Cassie gave him a confused smile. “Of course. Now, where were we?”

“Who is Jerome?” Byron asked.

Cassie looked back up from the table and frowned at him. “Why do you ask?”

“The way he spoke to you. Something about a deep connection?”

“He’s just someone from my past.” Cassie managed to keep most of the resentment out of her voice. Byron surely didn’t want to hear about her mistakes in her past. It wasn’t relevant to the competition, and she sure didn’t want to talk about it.

“Okay.” She blew out a long breath. “Where did that pepper go?”

“It should be right…”

Morwenna clapped her hands from the bar. “That’s half time everybody! Half time. Did I mention when we’re finished, you’re all obligated to put this place back together?”

“Already?” Cassie looked at her watch. “How has it been that long already?”

“It must be because we’re having fun.” Byron produced the Horsho Pepper. “Right where I left it, in the fresh ingredients section.”

“Do I smell burning?” Morwenna yelled. “I better not, for your sakes. You do not want to meet my fire extinguishing service!”

Cassie adjusted the Bunsen burner. “Not us.”

“I think it’s that couple again.” Byron pointed to Kael and his partner, where they were frantically beating out a burning olive sprig. “They don’t seem to be having a good time over there.”

“No, and we won’t either if we don’t hurry. Make that paste up, Byron,” Cassie told him.

“Yes, erm,” Byron glanced around. “We don’t have a mortar and pestle, or a juicer, though.”

“We’re going to have to improvise then,” Cassie said but could see the indecision on Byron’s face. “Byron, it’s okay to break the rules, or convention if it improves the outcomes.”

He nodded and set his jaw. “You’re right, Cassie. How about this.” He picked up a cheese grater. “I can grate the starfruit into a pulp, we just need to strain it through something…” He looked down at the imp, pulling itself free from the gossamer silk plastered all over the floor. “I don’t think it would be hygienic to use that.”

“I know!” Cassie reached into her purse and pulled out her headscarf. “It was a good thing I brought this.”

“Perfect! I suppose this could work in the stead of a mortar and pestle.” Byron picked up a large, ball peen hammer, looking at it reproachfully.

“Let’s get to it then!”

Cassie picked the Giggliop Flower, adding the petals to the test tube she was continuing to heat. She found herself chuckling to herself as she watched Byron wrestling with the cheese grater and the starfruit. After a few minutes of trying to grate it, he seemed to be trying to force the fruit through the small holes of the grater by brute force. The cheese grater really was a poor tool for making pulp from fruit.

She had to admire his perseverance, however, as he eventually had ‘juiced’ the whole fruit into her headscarf, before tying it up over the cauldron for it to drip through.

“Now to grind up those last ingredients.”

“I think pulverize is the word you’re looking for.” Byron picked up the hammer. “Is there a chopping board or something I should use?”

“Let me just clear some space.” Cassie shoved the unused ingredients and tools to one side.

“My organization system!” Byron yelled, half-jokingly.

“It’s okay, we’re nearly done.” Cassie placed a hand on his chest. His very firm, very broad chest.

She looked up straight into his eyes. She had never realized just how much depth there was to them, and there was an intensity when he looked at her that she had never noticed before.

“Ten minutes!” Morwenna stood atop the bar as she yelled. “Only ten minutes until I get my lovely, lovely tavern back. And we’re closed for tonight once everyone leaves! Brushworth can’t take any more spillages.”

They separated, reluctantly, and got to work.

“I’m sure her watch is wonky,” Byron grumbled as he began laying out the spice and the dried pepper.

“Maybe time just works wonky in here. Or maybe Morwenna just wants us out.”

Byron took the hammer head in two hands and began grinding down the dried ingredients while she peered into the cauldron.

“I think it was good that we didn’t have a juicer for the starfruit.” Cassie squeezed the last of the juice out of the starfruit. “It’s much smoother strained. If we’d have just juiced it, there would have been a load of pulp in the mix.”

“Perhaps there’s something to be said about improvising after all.” Byron scooped up the ground ingredients and added them to the cauldron. There wasn’t much powder, but it sucked the moisture out of the starfruit juice, and with a brief stirring, quickly formed the paste they needed.

Cassie slid the burner beneath the cauldron, turning up the heat, before adding the charred ingredients from the test tube, along with the pitcher of moonlit water and rose petals.

“Is that it?” Byron looked around at the sound of popping and fizzling. “That Kael and his partner are really not having a good time.”

“But luckily we’re about to be.” Cassie held her hand over the bubbling cauldron and said a few words.

Nothing happened.

She bit her lip before repeating the incantation.

Byron peered over the rim. “Is there supposed to be an observable effect?”

“Yes.” Cassie gritted her teeth before holding out her hand again.

“Hold on.” Byron gently held her hand. “If you’re trying to imbue a potion with a magical effect, there’s an important somatic element.”

Cassie glared at him.

“I mean, a hand movement.” Byron gently manipulated her fingers. “Hold out both hands and make this gesture as you speak. And make sure you’re clear with your words.”

Cassie nodded. It felt strange when Byron let go of her, like taking off a watch from your wrist, but still being able to feel it. She held her hands up like Byron showed her, and repeated the incantation, slower and clearer. Sure enough, there was a soft puff sound, and a trail of vapor emanated from the cauldron.

“That was it!” Cassie clapped her hands together.

“You did it.” Byron beamed at her.

“We did it. I wouldn’t have managed without your help.”

“Only because you helped me get over the…chaotic nature of this process.” Byron grinned.

“If you had magic, you would have made a good witch,” Cassie said.

“Witch’s assistant will have to suffice for now.” Yon gazed at her for a moment before he turned back to the cauldron. “So…what potion did we make?”

Cassie placed her hands on her hips as she looked at the softly glowing cauldron. “I made the most romantic potion I could think of.”

Byron gulped. “A love potion?”

“Oh,” Cassie chuckled. “No, nothing like that. Those are almost beyond my skill at the best of times.”

“Right.” Byron crossed his arms. “So…”

“You’ll have to take a sip to find out.” Cassie took a ladle and scooped out some of the softly glowing pink liquid, filling up two shot glasses with it.

Byron eyed it dubiously.

“It’s not poison. I can tell you that much.” Cassie picked her own glass. “Come on, it’s no good if we don’t do it at the same time.”

“Together.” Byron picked up the second shot glass. “Should we clink them? Or say cheers?”

Cassie shook her head. “Not necessary. Let’s just go on three.”

Byron nodded. “One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

They both raised their glasses to their lips.

The liquid was sweet and spicy and tingled over her tongue. Just as it should.

“I’m not sure what’s happening,” Byron said. “You’re…glowing.”

Cassie looked up at Byron, seeing a faint pale yellow around him. “You nervous?”

“Me? Well, a little. I don’t think that’s unusual after drinking a mystery potion,” Byron said.

“You don’t trust me?” Cassie joked.

Byron’s expression softened. “Of course I do.”

As he said that, his aura changed to a pleasant light purple, and Cassie’s eyes widened a little. “Huh, you’re really good at this.”

“At what?” The glow around Byron turned a pale gray.

“Your aura’s purple. And that’s the color of romance.”

“My aura? Ohhh,” Byron nodded. “That explains the glowing.”

“It was the most romantic potion I could come up with on the spot.” Cassie shrugged. “What do you think?”

Byron smiled. “I like it. Very romantic.”

“And it must be true.” Cassie placed her shot glass back down. “At least your aura says so.”

“Does purple mean I’m telling the truth?”

“No, it’s a romantic color for an aura. I’m not sure how you’re managing it…did you take a love potion?”

“To trick the…?” Byron looked around at the tavern. “No. No, I’m just…I’ve read extensively on method acting?”

Cassie eyed him for a moment, unable to stop herself from smiling at his innocent expression. “You’re a man of many talents, Byron.” Cassie began portioning the potion into more shot glasses.

“You’re not interested in what color your aura is?” Byron asked, stacking the shot glasses from where everything on the table had been shoved to one side.

“I’m pretty sure I know what it is—relief.” Cassie laughed weakly.

“Is that the light green?”

“Mm-hm.”

“What about a bright yellow?”

Cassie began ladling the potion out. “That could be optimism. And, as long as we interpreted the terms of this trial correctly, I’m feeling quite optimistic.” She looked over at him, noting a wry smile on his face. “Is everything okay?”

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Byron looked away.

“What? Is it my aura?” Cassie straightened up.

“It’s just that when you looked at me it was pur…”

“That’s time, everyone!” Morwenna shouted from atop the bar. “Put down your tongs and beakers, and stop mixing, shaking, or grinding. And if I see anyone add even a sprig of mint to your cocktails, you will be expelled!”

“That was good timing,” Cassie said over the clatter of utensils being put down, and the murmur of voices from the crowd.

“Now, everyone stay put while I come round and assess everyone’s creations. Don’t be afraid to hang your heads in shame if you have failed to brew anything.” Morwenna hopped down from the bar, gently gliding down to the floor. “And charges will be added to your tab if I see any breakages and spillages.” She looked meaningfully at Kael and his partner, who stood with the aforementioned hung heads as they looked at their table—a disarray of broken glass, slowly fizzling puddles of spilled liquid, and smoking ingredients.

Brushworth, along with the mop and feather duster, hung around their table, waiting for the next mess to clean up.

Cassie winced. She couldn’t believe how everything had gone wrong for that couple. She looked away as Morwenna approached their table and felt herself tense. This was it. They were about to find out both if they had managed to succeed in the trial, and if they were about to be disqualified for being in a fake relationship.

Though she felt much more confident after seeing Byron’s aura. For a self-proclaimed non-romantic, he wasn’t doing so badly.

“A potion of Aura Sight.” Morwenna nodded. “A nice choice. Not the most common potion outside of couples counseling, but provides a decent demonstration of brewing skill.”

“Thanks.” Cassie smiled. She was unsure how Morwenna could tell what potion she had brewed at a glance, but she felt a wave of relief at having her brewing complimented by such a powerful witch.

“What did you find was the greatest challenge during this process?” Morwenna peered into the cauldron.

“Probably the imps?” Byron glanced at Cassie, and she nodded. “Yeah, the imps. The recipe being misleading certainly didn’t help, either.”

“Misleading?” Morwenna picked up the slip of paper. “Oh, it seems to be missing the name.”

“Name of the potion it makes?” Cassie’s heart sank. If only she had been a bit more experienced, she would have been able to work out what potion they were supposed to brew. Had she blown it after all?

“Yes, I believe this recipe makes a nice gelee. I thought it was a nice touch for participants to take home to try.” Morwenna held the paper out to Cassie.

“I…thanks, Morwenna.” Cassie looked down at the scrawled list of ingredients.

Morwenna dipped a finger into the cauldron and tasted the residue. “Mmm. A nice heat to it. And very smooth.”

Byron and Cassie smiled at each other.

“Now, how did you find working together through this trial as a team?” Morwenna raised her eyes, her gaze piercing as she narrowed her eyes.

Cassie swallowed. This was going to be the make-or-break. Could they persuade Morwenna that they were a couple?

“We…”

“It was…”

She looked at Byron, seeing his aura turn a murky yellow. He was as nervous as she was.

“It was fine.” Cassie pursed her lips.

“Really?” Morwenna said levelly. “Because I couldn’t help but notice there was just a little friction earlier.”

“I think we found we are used to working in slightly different ways,” Cassie said. She could see Byron watching her out of the corner of his eye, his aura still denoting anxiety under the watchful gaze of Morwenna.

“But we overcame our different approaches. And I at least feel that I’ve grown as a person. Cassie taught me it’s okay to ‘go off-piste.’”

Cassie couldn’t smother the smile on her face as Byron’s aura turned deep purple once again.

“And Byron helped with my confidence. And I found that it’s okay to find yourself lost, as long as you keep searching for the way forward.”

“I see. It’s a shame that you didn’t keep the lovely organization of this table, though.” Morwenna looked between them before she nodded and moved on without another word.

“I think that means we’re good,” Byron whispered.

They watched as Morwenna approached Kael’s table. She merely glanced over at the mess, sighed, shook her head, and moved on.

“Well, it went much better than that,” Cassie hissed, her eyes moving over to Amelia, who stood with a flask of glowing liquid in her hands. It looked like they were going to pass this trial as well.

But it didn’t matter, Cassie was determined that she and Byron were going to fake it as hard as it took to make it.


Chapter Twelve – Byron

So we got through the first trial. Byron’s dragon relaxed, its scaled body uncoiling as they thought back to their previous evening at the tavern.

We did, Byron replied as he sipped a cup of hot coffee and stared out across the ocean through the huge window of the apartment. The sun was starting to dip toward the ocean, painting the sky in hues of orange and gold that would soon deepen to rich reds as the light faded from the sky.

His dragon chuckled. I think you might finally be tapping into the poetic side you have denied existed for so long.

Byron snorted. I think I read that description in a book.

Of course, you did, his dragon replied with a roll of his slitted, serpentine eyes.

But no matter how he described the scene before him, with his own words or those that belonged to another, they did no justice to the blazing vista of the setting sun and the sparkling ocean that filled the apartment he’d rented from Sophie’s friend, Ash.

If there was one thing he’d learned about Sophie since he’d decided to stay in Wishing Moon Bay for a few months, it was that Sophie knew everyone. Or so it seemed. She was a social butterfly who made it her mission to make friends of all shapes and sizes.

Like the orcs at Haven Berry Farm, his dragon said and licked his lips. The berry pies we ate on our first visit to the farm were delicious.

Byron chuckled, thinking back to the mammoth berry pie they had eaten there. The orcs who had taken to working the fields had concocted the idea of creating a new brand of their famous berry bakes, tailored specifically toward shifters. But not to their human side, no. These bakes had their animal sides in mind, thankfully, including dragons.

Trust orcs to make something so successful by just making it larger.

A simple, yet seemingly effective strategy. Byron drained his coffee as the image of his mate drifted into his mind, threatening to blind him to the striking scene of nature before him. Nearly time to go.

Trial number two, his dragon went on, as if Byron wasn’t acutely aware that today he and Cassie were due to take part in the second trial of the couples’ competition at The Lonely Tavern. In fact, it had been all he could think about all day.

He was overwhelmingly excited to see her again, but that excitement was marred by a tug of unease.

What if they failed? He could not bear to see Cassie disappointed if she was unable to receive her sage advice. It could only be made worse if he was the one who failed her.

We breezed through the first one, his dragon reminded him.

That is not how I would describe it, Byron said. There were some points during the potion-making trial that felt more like they had been flung into the path of a winter storm. With more than a little chill in the air between them.

And then there was Jerome.

His dragon gnashed his teeth at the very thought of the name. I don’t like that guy. There’s something about him.

There’s history between him and Cassie, and I think he’s the kind of person who might use that fact when it suits him, Byron said.

Then we need to make it clear that Cassie is off limits, his dragon replied.

I don’t think Cassie would appreciate us warning him off, Byron said. If we overstep, that might be the end of any chance we have of winning Cassie’s heart and making her ours. Oh, and any chance of saving our family from losing their home.

Then we need to be subtle, his dragon said.

Not usually your strong point. Byron drained his coffee cup, went to the kitchen, and placed it in the sink, his anxiety growing. He did not know what he’d do if he lost his mate forever because of this competition. He didn’t even care about the sage advice. With Cassie, he had all he needed. He just hated the fact that they were in a fake relationship.

You seem to forget one thing, his dragon said.

And that is? Byron grabbed his keys and headed for the door.

This is not a fake relationship. His dragon puffed out a stream of smoke to emphasize this fact. Cassie is our mate. There is nothing fake about that. And I believe our connection is stronger than any competition. She can feel that there’s something between us. Deep down, she knows what we share is not pretend. Even if we fail the tavern trials, it won’t be the end of us.

True. Byron rolled his shoulders and let go of some of the tension building in him. His dragon was right. They were fated mates. And that was one thing that could not be faked.

I’d focus more on worrying about what exactly this next trial entails, his dragon said. Knowing the tavern, things might get hairy.

Well, I guess we’ll soon find out. With that, he left the apartment and headed toward the street, where he looked up and saw the first star appear in the clear, warm evening. That lifted his spirits. How could things go wrong on a night like this?

His dragon chortled. You keep believing that.

I will, thank you very much.

Byron walked with a pep in his steps down the streets of Wishing Moon Bay. The town had always been somewhat familiar to him—he’d read up plenty on the history of such an important town and had even spent many an evening poring over maps of the area, but there was nothing like walking the streets amongst the townsfolk who hailed from all sorts of pasts and places.

There truly was nothing, or nowhere, like this place.

Normally, it would have felt like he reached his destination of The Lonely Tavern all too soon, but the promise of seeing his mate again meant it could not come soon enough.

His brisk walk ended beneath the pearly pools of lights from streetlights in front of storefronts that seemed to have closed early for the night. The alleyway that led to The Lonely Tavern was just up ahead, but in between him and there was a sight that could brighten even his darkest nights.

Cassie.

“Byron.” Her face lit up brighter than the first evening star as she saw him, and his heart fluttered in his chest.

Romance! his dragon teased lightly.

Byron pushed his dragon to the back of his mind. “Cassie.” He raised his hand and waved, trying to look nonchalant, while his dragon flew around inside of his mind, blowing heart-shaped smoke rings as he refused to be ignored.

“That was good timing.” She stepped toward him, stopping just outside of his reach.

He wanted nothing more than to close the distance and sweep her up, but instead, he stopped as well. “Yeah, it was. Meant to be.” He laughed nervously.

“Something like that.” Cassie laughed with him. There was a beat of silence as they looked at each other before Cassie turned and held her arm out. “Shall we?”

“Of course.” Bryon grinned.

He reached for her hand, but she pulled away.

“Oh, I just mean, shall we go to the tavern?”

“Right. Yes. My mistake.” Byron wasn’t sure what to do with his hand for a moment.

“But you’re right. We really should do our best to keep up appearances.” She held her arm back out, this time toward Byron.

“Yes. Good idea.” Byron nodded and took her hand.

He sucked in a breath, and she gasped almost inaudibly as their palms touched, and gave each other a shy smile before they headed for the alleyway.

The sounds of voices and laughter reached them, and as they turned into the normally dimly lit side street, they were greeted by the bricks of the buildings and the cobbles of the streets awash with warm light from floating orbs of magic overhead. Rows of benches and tables lined either side of the walkways, filled with people eating and drinking, brimming with mirth. People and shifters alike were walking atop the tables, dancing, chasing one another, and generally making a scene to the laughter of the crowd.

“It’s a full-blown street party,” Cassie said, coming to a stop.

“Yeah. Wow.” Byron eyed the groups of people. It didn’t look like anyone from the competition. Actually, that was a lie. He spotted a few couples he recognized, but they were the ones that had lost the potion trial. As he kept watching, he began to recognize a few more faces. “I guess these are all the people who want to visit the tavern but aren’t being let in because of the competition.”

“It looks like Flint’s working the bar.” Cassie pointed to a short wooden stockade that had been set up near the tavern door, where people clamored around as Flint continuously poured drinks.

“Even out here, Morwenna’s got him bartending.” Byron chuckled. “And look, there’s Harry and Burt. How on earth did they get that barbeque all the way down there?”

Cassie’s eyes widened as she saw the large metal contraption that belched flames whenever the apron-clad Regulars opened the top.

“I suppose we should just head inside?” Byron suggested.

“I suppose so.”

They stood for another moment watching the crowd before they stepped forward together and began to pass by the long benches.

A few people gave them a wave and a cheer as they walked past, and the couple waved and smiled back before they quickly passed by.

At least we’re not the only ones who feel a little uncomfortable in a crowd. His dragon eyed the milling crowd.

Pity, I was hoping Cassie would be at home here so we wouldn’t have to be, Byron said half-jokingly, though as he felt Cassie hold him a little tighter, he was glad that they would be able to share the same love for quiet time alone.

“Do you think anyone here has any idea what the next trial is?” Cassie asked.

Byron shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s need to know, as Morwenna says.”

“Not even Flint?”

“I don’t think he’d tell us even if he did, for fear of reprisal from Morwenna.”

“Good point. That’s one witch I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of.”

“Hey, you two!”

“Hi, Burt.” Cassie smiled at the older gentleman.

Even with the heavy lid closed, Byron could feel the heat coming from the barbeque, and his mouth watered at the aromatic smell of smoke and spices. He turned his attention to Burt, but his eyes were drawn to the writing across his apron—‘Licensed to grill.’

“We heard you two passed last night’s trial with flying colors.” Harry stepped over to them, tongs still in hand and beads of sweat on his grinning face. “Quite literally, apparently.”

Byron glanced down to Harry’s apron, with similar writing—‘Don’t ask me about my secret sauce.’ Byron frowned at the cryptic message.

“It was tough, but we figured it out between the two of us.” Cassie looked up at Byron. “I don’t know if it was what we were expecting.”

“Not that we knew what to expect,” Byron said.

“That’s the beautiful thing about this place.” Burt turned and stared lovingly up at the warped timber of the tavern. “You never know what you’re going to get.”

“As long as you two are having a grand old time in there, I’m sure it doesn’t matter one bit how you do in the trials.” Harry put his hands on his hips. “I’m certainly jealous of you two that I’m missing out on this adventure.”

“This whole thing seems to be so popular that I’m sure Morwenna will do it again.” Cassie looked at all the people.

“Oh no, it’s not up to Morwenna.” Burt turned back around. “As much as she loathes to lose control, she, more than any of us, knows better than to try and get in the way of the whims of this place.”

“Really? The tavern organized this whole competition?” Byron asked skeptically.

Burt and Harry looked at each other knowingly.

“Maybe that sagely knowledge you should ask for is a clue to what this place is all about,” Burt suggested.

“That would make you the most envied person in the whole of town.” Harry chuckled before clacking his tongs together. “Now, we better get back to it. These burgers will not flip themselves.”

“Best of luck, you two,” Burt said. “And if you see Stan in there, tell him to bring us out a few pints of bread beer when he’s done. I’m sure this stuff Flint’s been sent out with is watered down.”

“Will do.” Cassie nodded and turned for the door, but Byron held out a hand.

“Sorry, Harry, but I’ve got to ask—”

Harry and Burt turned back, serious expressions on both of their faces.

Byron gulped. “What is your secret sauce?”

Harry pursed his lips and leaned in close. “You really want to know?” he growled.

“I-I think so.”

“Well, I could tell you, but…” Harry’s face split into a grin he could no longer contain. “Then I’d have to grill you!”

Both of the Regulars fell into a fit of laughter, holding their stomachs as they guffawed.

“I see.” Byron smiled, looking at Cassie as she laughed along.

“What? It was a good joke.” She nodded toward the door. “Come on, let’s go and see what awaits us.”

They left the Regulars as they high-fived one another and headed around the pop-up bar toward the tavern door.

“Shall we?” Byron asked.

“We shall.” She nodded, and they approached the tavern door. For a moment he held his breath, afraid the door might not open for them, but as they approached, it swung open on well-oiled hinges and they stepped inside.

The atmosphere inside the dim room beyond was filled with an electric, nervous energy. The remaining couples seemed to have been given a shot of confidence after completing the potion trial successfully, and groups of people talked in hushed, yet excited tones.

The one thing Byron did, however, notice was that all the furniture seemed to be back mostly where it belonged.

“There you are!” Stan hurried toward them. “Come and join us. Morwenna is giving out free drinks to the competitors.”

“That awful bread beer?” Cassie wrinkled her nose.

“Oh, no. You can have anything you want. As long as it’s not wine,” Stan replied. “It seems that the wine connoisseur has gone offline.”

“You mean the wine cooler?” Byron asked.

“No,” Stan replied. “The wine connoisseur. He’s normally in the cupboard over there behind the bar, but he’s gone. Morwenna’s certainly not happy about it, but then again, she’s not happy about a lot of what’s happening at the moment.”

“Maybe he’s had a better job offer.” The fine-featured Nancy with her pale gray hair drifted their way, sipping a sparkling gin and tonic through a straw.

“Now, Nancy, why would he want to work anywhere other than here?” Stan asked incredulously.

“I could think of a reason or five,” Nancy replied.

“I don’t know. If I weren’t retired, I’d have loved to have worked in this place.”

“Work here?” Nancy raised an eyebrow. “You practically live here.”

“Guilty.” Stan smiled sheepishly. “Did I mention that you two really do make a cute couple?”

“Thanks.” Byron and Cassie looked at one another as they answered in unison.

“Just as long as you’re not faking it with a love potion.” Nancy raised an eyebrow.

“No,” Cassie snapped then winced and her cheeks flushed pink.

“Why do you ask?” Byron said cautiously.

“Supposedly, a couple caused all the commotion during the last trial.” Stan glanced around. “They drank a love potion to fool the tavern into thinking they were an actual couple.”

“Really?” Cassie squeaked.

“Mm.” Nancy nodded. “But they didn’t make it strong enough. It wore off part way through the trial, and we all think that’s why they were having so many issues.”

“The tavern really doesn’t like fakes.”

Byron and Cassie glanced at each other, and he could see the anxiety on her face.

Lucky for her, this is not fake, his dragon soothed.

“Morwenna!” Stan called as he spotted Morwenna appearing from the back room behind the bar, her face flushed and her hair more frazzled than ever as she carried out a jingling crate.

“What?” she snapped. “If you ask one more time whether the wine connoisseur does champagne as well, I’m going to lose it.”

“Cassie and Byron are here,” Stan replied.

“Whoop de-doo!” Morwenna said with feeling. But not the correct feeling as she plonked the crate on the bar. “All right, my lovely, freeloading custom…contestants, here are more drinks free…” She coughed. “Fr-Free of charge, while I try to figure out our technical difficulties.”

There is always something off about her, his dragon said.

Byron felt a large presence creeping up behind him and turned to look up at a hulking figure, able to just make out a tusked mouth and heavy brow where his face was cast in shadow. At first, he thought the flash of huge teeth was the orc barring his teeth, but Bryon felt relief wash over him when he realized it was more of a smile.

“All right, fellas!” The orc’s voice was like grinding boulders. “How is it?”

“Kengar!” Stan reached up a hand above his head and Kengar gently shook it.

“Kengar.” Byron let out a breath. “I almost didn’t recognize you up there.”

Nyara appeared from behind the orc. “Quite a crowd outside.”

“Sure is!” Stan said happily. “Now, what does everyone want to drink? They’re on the house.”

“On the house?” Kengar asked in surprise.

“As a gesture of goodwill and to apologize for the possible delay in starting this next trial,” Morwenna said, her voice monotone and almost robotic.

“Why the delay?” Nyara asked before smiling and mouthing ‘hello’ to Byron and Cassie.

“Morwenna doesn’t know what the next trial is. Or where it is,” Stan said in a hushed whisper that carried around the tavern. “Or even if it is going to happen.”

Heads turned to face him, but he didn’t notice, as he shrank back from Morwenna’s beady stare.

“Stan! Who has been spreading such rumors?” Morwenna snapped as she placed two pints of beer on the bar, their contents sloshing dangerously close to the rim of the tankards.

“I heard it from...” Stan raised his eyebrows toward the rafters.

“Points will be deducted for defamation of character and slander,” Morwenna said as she placed two glasses of gin down on the bar next to the beer. “I always know exactly what is happening in my establishment, and to think otherwise would be to think that Brushworth would leave all of your muddy footprints across the floor.”

“Thank you, Morwenna,” Cassie said as she picked up her gin glass. “You always know just the drink everyone wants.”

“You are welcome,” Morwenna said as she scanned the bar area.

“Is everything all right?” Byron asked as he turned to follow her gaze.

“It’s just that I can’t help but notice that everything looks as it should.” Morwenna’s mouth was a thin line, as if she’d prefer it if things were not as they should be.

“Maybe this is the trial,” Kengar suggested as he picked up his beer and drank it, the pint glass looking more like a shot glass in his giant hand.

“Believe me, this is certainly a trial. Giving away free drinks, while all the paying customers are shut outside,” Morwenna grumbled and shook her head.

“So, really, you don’t have any idea what the trial is?” Cassie asked.

“No.” Morwenna scowled. “And we’re already past the start time.” She eyed the tables and chairs in the bar area. “Maybe I should clear the room, just in case. I’d hate to have any damages if there’s any more falling furniture.”

She raised her hands and muttered a spell under her breath. Byron’s skin prickled as Morwenna spoke, and it felt like nothing he’d ever experienced before. It felt older, deeper, as if she were tapping into something ancient.

As old as dragons, his dragon said. As ancient as Cairnnor.

Then the tables and chairs began to move, their legs scraping across the wooden floor like nails on a chalkboard. One by one, the stools slid out from under the tables and hopped into the air, spinning upside down before they came to rest on the tabletops.

But then the sound of scraping was replaced by a low rumbling, and the tavern seemed to shake.

“False alarm,” Morwenna said happily and waved her hand, reversing the spell so that the tables slid back into their original places.

“Well, this tavern is filled with surprises,” Byron said to Cassie as the wall to their right slid back to reveal a long corridor.

And leading off that corridor were multiple doors, stretching as far as the eye could see. Unless it was an optical illusion. But when Byron pushed out his dragon senses, he was certain it was all real.

Well, we do know the tavern does not like fake, his dragon said.


Chapter Thirteen – Byron

“Our next trial,” Morwenna said. “Come, come, gather around.” Morwenna beckoned to the competitors, and they obeyed, tentatively at first as the shock of one of the tavern walls sliding open hit them.

“Are you okay?” Byron placed a hand on the small of Cassie’s back, and he felt her shudder slightly beneath his touch.

Let’s just hope that’s a good shudder, his dragon murmured.

“Yes.” She glanced up at him. “Are you?”

He cracked a grin. “Yes. Thanks for asking.”

“You’re welcome.” She leaned closer to him as the couples crowded in. “Do you sense anything?”

His eyes went out of focus for a moment. “Nothing behind the doors. It’s like there’s just nothing there. No space or anything.”

“And down the corridor?” she asked.

“Endless.” He slid his hand from the small of her back and rested it on her hip. It was almost an instinctive move, and for a moment he was worried that she was going to move away, but she didn’t.

He relaxed a little. He felt as though if he let her go, he would lose her to the endlessness that surrounded them just beyond the walls. It was a strange feeling not being able to sense anything at all outside of the corridor.

“Ah, here’s our scroll.” Morwenna leaned down and retrieved a parchment scroll that was placed in the center of the wide corridor just beyond the sliding wall.

As Morwenna leaned down, Byron felt his head spin as he gazed down the never-ending corridor of wooden walls and softly glowing lanterns, but as Cassie pressed closer to him, he took a deep breath. As long as they were together, they would be okay.

“Good luck,” Stan said to all those around him.

“You, too, Stan.” Kengar lowered his head.

“Good luck to all of us,” Byron agreed.

“Some of us don’t need luck,” Nancy said, but not with any spitefulness. “We have skill and wisdom.”

“The rules are simple,” Morwenna announced, unfurling the scroll as she straightened up. “Each couple will enter a room. Once inside, you must solve the puzzles to escape. But be aware this is a timed trial, and only the fastest couples will go through to the next round. Wow, that really was quite simple.”

A low murmur spread through the couples as they inched forward, crowding in around Morwenna.

“What’s behind the doors?” someone called out.

“How should I know?” Morwenna answered.

“What if we can’t solve the puzzles?” another person asked.

“Then I imagine you don’t escape the room,” Morwenna replied.

“So, we’d be stuck inside forever?” Amelia’s voice came from somewhere behind Cassie.

“Oh, I don’t think the tavern would leave you stranded in here forever,” Morwenna said. “You’d start to smell.”

Her joke, if it were a joke, was received with a nervous ripple of laughter.

“I will remind you that all participants are here of their own free will,” Morwenna said. “No one is forcing you to enter through these doors. If you would rather exit the tavern, turn right around and be gone. All you will forfeit is your place in the competition. And your pride, perhaps.”

Another somewhat quieter murmur trickled through the competitors.

“What do you want to do?” Byron murmured to Cassie.

“I don’t want to get stuck in a room,” Cassie replied. “And I don’t think we will. How hard can it be?”

“We don’t know,” Byron told her.

And he was right, they didn’t know.

“I believe in you,” Cassie told him.

Byron’s heart skipped a happy beat at her words.

“And I believe in you.” He slipped his hand into hers, and a frisson of electricity passed between them. “Are we doing this?”

“We are.” Cassie stuck close to his side as he pushed his way to the front of the competitors.

Morwenna fixed them with a gaze that chilled his blood. “Byron and Cassie.” Her voice boomed out as if she were a host on a game show. “Pick a door.”

Byron eyed the door closest to him. “Are the rooms all the same?” Byron asked.

“I don’t know. Let me ask the tavern.” Morwenna paused for a moment, and there was utter silence until she then said, “Oh, I forgot, the tavern can’t talk.”

Byron met her beady-eyed gaze. “There’s no need for sarcasm.”

“Oh, I disagree,” Morwenna said. “There is always a need for sarcasm. Especially in these trying times.”

“Let’s just pick one.” Byron gently led Cassie forward, past Morwenna, who stood to one side. “If the tavern is so good at matchmaking, then it should match us to the right escape room.”

“What do you mean, the tavern is good at matchmaking?” Cassie asked as they headed down the corridor.

“That’s the rumor,” Byron said as he walked past the first few doors. “You know, that corridor really does seem to go on and on forever.”

Cassie stared into the distance and shuddered before she stopped suddenly. “This one.” She touched a door on their right.

“Are you sure?” Byron asked as, with some effort, he tore his gaze from the boundless corridor beyond them.

“Yes.” Cassie nodded. “This one.”

“Okay.” Byron turned and faced the door. Even though he had been looking at the doors as they walked, he had not actually noticed any details until now. This door was made of solid wood, with ornate carvings of dragons that climbed up the frame and intertwined over the top in an eternal dance in a striking display. “Were they there before?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember seeing them until I chose it.” Cassie snorted. “Maybe you’re right. The tavern matched us to the door.”

She looked up at him, and he gazed into her eyes. He wondered what she was thinking. Perhaps she was questioning whether the tavern had chosen him for her.

It wasn’t just the tavern, his dragon reminded him. It was fate.

Byron sighed inwardly. She really was perfect. She didn’t need any life-changing anything.

“If we are all ready,” Morwenna’s voice boomed along the corridor where the other couples were each standing before a door. “Then we’ll begin. Time will start as soon as you step inside the room. Be swift and true, my loyal customers, and please return promptly to pay off your tab.”

He hesitated for a moment, then reached out his hand and pushed the door open.

The old hinges creaked, and beyond lay a space steeped in darkness. Tentatively, Byron stepped inside. Cassie followed close behind him, still gripping his hand.

“If there are freaky dolls in here, I’m going to scream,” Cassie murmured as she crowded close to him.

We will protect her from freaky dolls, his dragon said with confidence. No matter how many there are or how freaky they are.

I’m just hoping that when the lights come on, we are not standing on the top of a cliff looking down, Byron said nervously. We don’t even know if we’re still going to be inside.

If we are, we can shift and fly with Cassie on our back, his dragon said.

The door swung shut behind them, leaving them in darkness. Byron couldn’t sense anything for a moment, just an empty void in all directions, except for Cassie, a warm and comforting anchor at his side. It was a strange sensation as it was so quiet, but there was no echo of their breaths or footsteps, no movement of air.

Byron tightened his hold on Cassie before the entire space around them flickered with a weak light before growing into a soft, steady glow that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. His nose prickled as he took a breath of musty, dust-filled air and the scent of aged paper and old leather.

They were in a library.

“Books,” Byron said with a nod. “Nothing scary about books.”

Behind him, Cassie let out a long breath. “Okay. What do we do?” She let go of his hand and strode forward. “Remember, this is timed. So we have to move fast.”

Byron followed her away from the door and into a large square space amongst the tall bookshelves. It was almost as though they were standing within a small glade amongst tall trees of a dark forest. As he peered through the thin gaps between the leather-bound books into the dim light beyond it was as if he were looking past the spindly trunks of trees and thick undergrowth.

The space they were in was dominated by a worn leather sofa, in front of which sat a dark wooden coffee table. However, instead of coffee cups, there was a row of ten crystal wine glasses, each filled with different shades of red liquid.

The bookshelves themselves were colossal, disappearing up into the darkness above them, stuffed full of books of all shapes and sizes. Throughout this lit space were smaller tables that held several odd, mismatched paraphernalia. A large globe with a small magnifying lens on the frame, an old projector, an old typewriter, a set of skeleton keys in a display case, and a large hourglass that was trickling away sand.

Across one side of the room was a wooden stand with what looked like an upright maze encased in glass. It kind of looked like it should have been an old chalkboard standing there in its stead.

Movement across the room caught his eye, and he bristled.

“Is that Brushworth?” Cassie asked as the broom came into the light from a break in the shelves, sweeping lazily across the washed-out rug that was spread across the wooden floorboards.

“Who names a broom?” Byron grumbled.

“You know who,” she said lightly, but then her brow creased. “But there’s only one of him.”

“How many are there supposed to be?” Byron asked.

“No, that’s not what I meant,” Cassie said. “I thought all the rooms would be the same. But if there is only one Brushworth and Brushworth is here, then the rooms must all be different.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Byron said indignantly. “This is a timed task. So we should all face the same room and the same puzzles.”

“Or maybe this room is tailored to our unique capabilities,” Cassie said as she turned in a slow circle. “Books are your thing, after all.”

“You might be right.” Byron beckoned to her. “If this is some sort of escape room, we’ll have to start solving puzzles to figure out how to escape. Let’s start with the most obvious.”

“The maze?” Cassie asked. “Or the wine?”

“The maze.” Byron eyed the ten glasses of wine. “I can’t see a clue as to what we have to do with the wine glasses, and if we drink ten glasses of wine, we are not going to be in any fit state to do anything other than sleep it off on the sofa.”

“The maze it is!” Cassie rushed forward. “What do we do?”

Byron stepped to the side as Brushworth swept past him before he walked around the vertical maze behind the glass panels. In the bottom left corner was a jumble of small metal squares. “There’s an identical maze on either side.” He pointed to the bottom of the maze where there were several flat, square metal pieces. “We start here, where we have to work together to guide these puzzle pieces through the maze. Using these.” He reached for two flat, round magnets with a handle on the back that resembled the paddles used in air hockey. “It looks like there’s something inscribed on the puzzle pieces. If we can get them out, we’ll be able to figure out what that is.”

“Got it.” Cassie took one paddle and darted around the other side of the maze. “It doesn’t work. I can’t get the piece to move.”

“The magnets aren’t strong enough alone. We’ll have to do it together,” Byron said. He poked his head around the side of the maze. “This is a couples’ competition, after all.”

“Of course.” Cassie took a deep breath. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

“Go.” They both placed their magnets on the clear glass and sure enough, the metal squares at the bottom began to lift up as they slid their paddles upward.

“Damn it!” They hadn’t gotten far when the puzzle piece dropped down to the bottom of the maze before they could guide it around a corner.

“We need to be better coordinated,” Cassie said. “One of us is moving too fast.”

“Okay, let’s try again. We should talk to each other as we’re doing it to stay in time.” Byron placed his magnet back over one of the puzzle pieces. “Ready. Go.”

“Okay. Up. Up. Too much!”

“Left, a bit more. No!”

Just as they managed to guide it around the first corner, the same thing happened, and the piece dropped with a quiet thud back into its starting position.

“We need to be more in sync,” Cassie said.

“I know.” Byron blew the air out of his cheeks as he eyed the maze through the glass. “I’m not sure how, though. Is there a couple of mirrors around here we can use to see each other as we move?”

“What if I used a spell?” Cassie asked.

“A spell…” Byron had never had a spell cast on him before.

It’s our mate. We trust her with our life, so we can trust her with a spell.

“Morwenna said nothing in the rules about not using magic,” Cassie said from the other side of the maze.

“No, she did not.” Byron gnawed on his bottom lip for a moment and then said, “A spell sounds like a good idea.”

“Okay, place your paddle on the glass, and I’ll do the same.” Cassie paused. “Ready?”

“Ready.” He listened as she spoke quietly, and it was as if her magic touched him, caressing his skin.

“Okay, let’s try it.”

Byron moved the puzzle piece upward, but it fell back down instantly.

“It didn’t work,” Cassie said in exasperation. “I think it just fizzled.”

“Perhaps there is a no magic rule after all,” he said to soothe her as his skin tingled. “Or...wait.”

“What?” Cassie asked.

“I think...” He held his free hand flat against the glass. “It’s like I can feel you.”

“Feel me?” Cassie asked.

“Yes. Try it. Close your eyes and see if you can sense my movements.” Byron closed his eyes and focused on his palm as it tingled and grew warmer. “Tell me what you are doing.”

“I have my palm on the glass.”

“Me, too.” He smiled to himself. “Now place the paddle over the puzzle piece.”

“Done,” she said quietly.

“Now we move as one,” he said.

“As one,” Cassie repeated.

Byron moved slowly at first, and it was like a thin string connected their hands. He could sense her hesitation and slowed down. But then her confidence grew, and her trust in the connection grew. Until they moved the puzzle piece effortlessly through the maze.

And then the next one. And the next. Until all the pieces were slid up to the top of the maze and out of the slot at the top.

As Cassie clasped the last piece in her hand, she spoke again, and the spell was broken. But the memory of their close connection would linger forever.


Chapter Fourteen – Cassie

“Okay. Puzzle pieces.” She stared down at the pieces before her. Each piece was identical. The only difference was that some of them had letters printed on them and some were blank, which she assumed meant a space between the words.

“Do you have a spell for this?” Byron asked.

“No,” Cassie said. “I mean, I’d need a clue. We don’t even know what it spells out. Is it the name of a book?” She glanced around the library. “Because that would make sense, considering our surroundings.”

“Let’s sort them into spaces, vowels, and consonants.” Byron deftly sorted the pieces and then stood back. “Okay.” His brow creased as he stared at the letters. Then he began to place them side by side, making small humming noises as he worked. Slowly, he sorted them into words. Then he sorted them into sentences.

“Yell, if you need help,” Cassie said as she left Byron and went to take a closer look at the wine glasses. She leaned forward and sniffed them, breathing in the scent of ripe berries and spices. But she didn’t touch them or drink them. It probably was a bad idea to drink mystery wine from a tavern escape room.

She straightened up. Somewhere in there must be a clue as to what they were meant to do with the wine. And until that was revealed, it was best to be cautious. Next, she moved on to look at the skeleton keys. They were intricate in design. Each one was unique, with different curves, edges, and symbols etched into the metal. Whoever had made them had incredible skill and craftsmanship.

As she reached out to touch one, Byron’s voice pulled her back to him. “I’ve cracked it!”

Cassie whipped around and hurried back to Byron’s side. “You did?” she asked, peering down at the fully formed sentences laid out on the puzzle board.

Byron nodded. “Once I figured out round and round, and land and hand...”

“Can you explain your thought process later?” Cassie said as she leaned forward and read the words.

“Of course, we’re on a deadline,” Byron said.

“So which book?” Cassie asked as she read the words.

Round and round, the world spins beneath your touch,

Where your hands roam places, your feet cannot touch.

With a gentle turn, the world unfolds,

A parchment plot of the land at hand.

“It’s not a book,” Byron said and brushed past her.

“It’s not?” Cassie asked, shadowing him across the room, only for Brushworth to knock into her ankles as the broom swept the floor, which was already free of any dirt or debris.

“No,” Byron said as he stood before the large globe.

“Oh.” Cassie placed her hand on the globe. “Of course, lands we touch with our fingers, not our feet.” Then she glanced at Byron. “But what do we do with it?”

“That’s where the second part of the riddle comes in,” Byron said. “With a gentle turn, the world unfolds.”

“You want me to turn it?” she asked nervously. “What if I break it? It looks antique.”

“Try not to.” Byron placed his hand on hers. “Together?”

“Together.” She could still feel the faint residue of the connection they had shared as they turned the globe. “Is something supposed to happen?”

“I don’t know,” Byron murmured.

“Maybe there’s something else we need?” Cassie recited the riddle in her head. “Your hands roam places your feet cannot touch.” She raised her hand and positioned the small magnifying glass over the globe, then peered through it. “Turn it slowly.”

Byron did as she asked, and she watched as the world passed by. Some places she’d visited, some her mother and father had described to her from their trips overseas before they had children, and some she’d only read about.

And then there was Wishing Moon Bay, outlined with its mountains and forests penciled in over the topography. It looked charming, even printed in faded ink. There was the dragon isle, and the few islands in between….

“Wait a moment.” Byron placed a hand on the globe to stop it from turning. “I don’t recognize this island.”

Cassie frowned at the splodge of ink in amongst the islands dotted around Wishing Moon Bay. “Are you sure?”

Byron leaned forward. “It’s small, but I’ve flown over the ocean enough times between here and Cairnnor to know there is not an island there.”

Grabbing the globe with both hands, Cassie lined the island up directly under the small magnifying glass. When she looked through the glass, the island filled it entirely. The globe clicked as if a mechanism had been released and then promptly broke in two.

“I liked that. A land that only exists on the globe, so we can touch it, but can never walk on it. And we were supposed to break the globe after all,” Cassie said as she grabbed a piece of parchment before it fluttered to the floor.

“We were.” Byron grinned and leaned over her shoulder as she quickly unfolded the parchment. “A map.”

“A map.” Cassie stared at it. “But of what?”

“Well, it’ll be a map of…” Byron tilted his head as he looked at the parchment. “Huh.”

Cassie turned and spun the map, but it would not give up any more information. The thick, yellowed parchment had a harsh line scrawled across it, joining a jumble of symbols together seemingly at random.

There was a dragon curled around a tower, a magnifying glass lying across a stack of papers, hearts pierced by arrows, and a cracked skull crowned with laurels. None of the sketches seemed to bear any relationship to one another beyond the line of ink that meandered between them.

“Maybe it’s a map of that fake island from the globe?” Cassie glanced over at the hourglass. That had to be their time, and it was relentlessly dumping sand.

“Unless that fake land is made up completely of abstract concepts, I don’t think so. Maybe it’s telling a story? We might have to reenact it,” Byron wondered aloud.

“Where you’re the dragon guarding a tower?” Cassie raised an eyebrow as she looked at him.

Byron shrugged. “It’s a bit stereotypical, but if I have to, I have to.”

Cassie chuckled. “I don’t think that’s what it is. If we can figure out just one of these symbols, we might be able to figure out what they all mean.” She traced her finger across the rough fibers of the parchment.

“The magnifying glass, that could mean we have to search some books for something? Or perhaps solve a mystery,” Byron suggested.

“Maybe…” Cassie followed the line that joined all the symbols together until she found a place where it stopped. “This line doesn’t go past this X. Do you think it’s like X marks to the spot?”

She quickly followed it the other way, with the line stopping at a symbol of a compass.

“That would make a lot of sense.” Byron clicked his fingers. “It’s a treasure map. Just like in Treasure Island. Treasure maps aren’t supposed to be accurate to the terrain, but make landmarks obvious for the purpose of finding the treasure.”

“Okay, so all these symbols are landmarks, but what of?”

Byron looked at the map for a long moment before slowly turning to Cassie. “A fake land of abstract concepts?”

“No—wait. What was that last line of the riddle again?”

Byron looked down at the riddle laid on the table. “A parchment plot of the land at hand.”

Cassie put her fingers to her head. “Okay, we were quite close. These aren’t quite those abstract concepts, but they aren’t physical landmarks.”

Byron pursed his lips, and she could see that he was frantically trying to come to the same conclusion as her.

“I want to give you a minute to figure it out, but we’re pretty short on time,” Cassie said.

“All right, tell me.”

“I think the map is of the library, and each symbol is a genre.”

Byron grinned. “Ah, it’s obvious now. The dragon and the tower are fantasy. The magnifying glass probably is mystery.”

“Exactly. If this place is like any other library, there’ll be sections dedicated to each genre, and we’ve just got to go through all the right ones to find whatever is at the X.”

“Pirate treasure, hopefully.” Byron’s smile faded as he looked up to the dimly lit break in the shelves that made up the walls of the area they were standing in. “I’ll go first. What’s the first symbol?”

“I’d guess we start from this symbol of a compass. So the first one is…looks like a ghost.”

She watched Byron’s jaw tense. “Well, that’s just wonderful.”

“After you, then.” Cassie gave him an innocent smile.

Byron nodded and began to walk toward the edge of the light.

He looked almost right at home in his waistcoat and tie. Though she had to admit he would have been one of the most muscular, good-looking librarians she had ever seen. Perhaps even more attractive by his juxtaposed attire.

Byron stopped just at the edge of the gloom, and she peered past him. There were three paths to take, each long corridor walled by colossal bookshelves. On the corner of each was a plaque.

‘Cozy Mysteries’

‘Trivia’

‘Ghost Stories’

“I don’t suppose we could be looking at a cozy ghost mystery?” Byron asked.

“I don’t think so.” Cassie placed a hand on his broad back, feeling how completely solid he was. She didn’t feel scared of him around. “We can do this. Together.”

Byron glanced back over his shoulder and nodded.

Cassie hung tight to him as they walked forward into the ghost stories aisle, leaving the strange light and feeling of safety behind them. The air chilled around them, and Cassie could begin to see her breath, but her eyes quickly adjusted. She let her eyes wander as they walked, seeing the books filling the shelves on either side of them were thin and twisted, and seemed to shift a little in the peripheral of her vision.

She glanced up and gasped. She swore she could see a figure above peering down at them, but it was quickly gone as she looked.

“What is it?” Byron asked.

“I think there’s something watching us. It was…doll shaped...” Cassie hissed, and shuffled closer to Byron, practically stepping on his heels as he walked.

“I can’t sense anything…” Byron went quiet, and the both of them could hear muffled bumping and creaking to their left.

“Let’s go!” Byron reached back and grabbed her hand, and they both ran.

The thumping got louder, and reams of paper exploded from either side of them, deafening them with the sound of rustling paper and blinding them in a blizzard of pale parchment. Byron picked up his pace, moving so fast that Cassie was practically flying through the air behind him.

In a blur, they stumbled out of the barrage of books and papers and found themselves panting at another intersection between the bookcases.

Cassie tried to steady her breathing but laughter bubbled up inside of her as she looked up at Byron, who stood with his shoulders squared, looking back down the way they came.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I was just wondering whether you were planning on fist-fighting a ghost if it followed us out.”

Byron’s tense expression split into a grin. “I guess I was. What’s the next symbol?”

Cassie glanced down at the map, seeing the arrow through the heart. “Looks like romance.”

“A much-needed change of space after that spooky wing.”

They both looked down to see that they were still holding hands. Cassie felt like she should probably let go, but she just couldn’t bring herself to. There was just something intoxicating about keeping in contact with Byron.

She shrugged. “When in Rome.”

Together they took a left and headed down the next aisle, this one filled with warm air and the scent of roses.

Aware of the time limit, they hurried their way through the next genres, passing through the sounds of a soft harp through the classics, the smoke-filled air of the mystery aisle, and battled their way through a howling wind tunnel through the adventure novels, before finally finding themselves a dead end. Sat on a pedestal was a small chest.

The two of them glanced at each other, not needing to say anything, before both reaching forward and opening the little box. Byron reached in and pulled out a small slip of paper.

“What is that? A shopping list?”

“It’s a list of numbers, sorted into groups of three.” Byron turned it around to show her.

“It must be some kind of code or cipher.” Cassie peered at the ink numbers. “What now?”

“I suppose we head back to the main room and see if we missed anything.” Byron turned.

Cassie shuddered for a moment, not really wanting to have to pass back through the ghost stories, but then she stood up straighter. They had got this far. The two of them wouldn’t let some spook get in their way.

She reached out and grabbed Byron’s hand once again. He turned to look at her, a little confused at first, before he smiled and nodded, and they began to retrace their steps.

***

“What now?” Cassie asked as they headed back through the ghost stories aisle, now thankfully without the unnerving noises and chill air.

“Well, there’s the wine,” Byron said. “Unless the wine is not a clue, and it’s just there to help us get through this.”

Cassie chuckled. “Maybe you’re right, this is enough to drive a person to drink!”

“I’m certainly going to have a drink after we get out of here.” Byron stiffened.

“What’s wrong?” Cassie asked, instantly picking up on his mood change.

“There’s someone else in here with us.” Byron moved ahead of her as if shielding her from whoever he could sense.

“Brushworth?” she whispered.

“No, Brushworth doesn’t give off the same feeling as a person.” Byron slowed as they neared the end of the bookshelves. “Stay here.”

“No,” Cassie replied. “We’re a couple, remember? We’re in this together.”

Byron half-turned to look at her for a moment and then nodded. “Stay close.”

“I will.”

Byron crept forward into the room, and she followed, ready to summon her magic if there was a threat. The broad-shouldered man in front of her was not the only one capable of protecting those he cared for.

And she did care for Byron.

The thought hit her hard, momentarily distracting her. The way she felt about him went beyond the competition. If they had to leave today, she’d want to see him again.

Maybe they could even go on a real date. No, no, she told herself. He was a shifter. There was someone out there who he was meant to be with, who fate had chosen for him, and that someone was not her. She was not his fated mate.

“Good evening to the lovely couple,” a smooth voice greeted them as they left the bookshelves behind and entered the main part of the library Where the owner of the voice lounged on one of the leather sofas, dressed in a burgundy smoking jacket and a pair of black slacks. His hair was slicked back, and he held a glass of wine in his hand.

“Hello,” Byron said warily.

“You’re the wine connoisseur.” Cassie darted past Byron and went to sit on the sofa next to the dapperly dressed man. “What do we do with the wine?”

“Do...with the wine?” the wine connoisseur asked with a curl of his lip.

“Yes. Do?” Cassie asked. “Since you are here, it’s not as simple as drinking the wine.”

“Drinking wine should never be simple,” he said as he tilted his head back and looked down his nose at her. “Neither is it something you ‘do.’ It should always be an experience, full of complexities and subtleties.”

“Maybe you could impart your knowledge to us.” Byron sat down next to Cassie and the sofa dipped under his weight.

“I could,” the wine connoisseur said and took a leisurely sip of his wine. “Notes of black cherry and ripe plum dance boldly on the palate, each sip weaving a complex tapestry with undercurrents of spicy black pepper and a hint of smoky oak. As it opens up, you’ll notice a subtle whisper of dried rose petals and a lingering, velvety vanilla that echoes through the finish. The tannins are well-structured, yet silky, giving a nod to its noble aging in French oak barrels. To truly appreciate the depth, let it linger on your tongue, and you might catch the faintest hint of dark chocolate and anise. Splendid.”

“That’s a clue?” Cassie leaned forward and eyed the wine glasses before them. “Notes of black cherry, but no plum.”

“Start at this end,” Byron lifted the first glass and inhaled deeply before offering Cassie a smell.

“I think can smell black cherry and plum.” She used her hand to waft the aroma toward her. “And vanilla.”

“What do we do when we have chosen the wine?” Byron asked.

“Get it to sing,” the wine connoisseur sighed. “As any good wine with a suitable glass should.”

“Sing?” Perplexed, Byron stared at the wine glass in Cassie’s hand.

“Oh, I know. I see Morwenna fiddling with these glasses all the time when she thinks no one is looking.” Cassie ran her finger around the rim of the glass, going around and around until the glass emitted a pleasant ringing sound. After a few moments, she caught a faint sing-song whisper. “Listen!”

Byron leaned close, so close their heads were touching. “An Ode to Woad. Is that what it said?”

“Woad.” Cassie nodded. “Do you think that’s a book?”

“Yes.” Byron stood up. “But where would it be? Woad is used for dying fabric. But since this is an ode, it could be under the poetry section. Or it could be in crafts. Or it could be in the botanical section.”

“An Ode to Woad, reveal yourself. Come to me from your shelf.” Cassie summoned her magic as she said the words and held out her hands.

“Ah, magic,” Byron said, his eyes shining with admiration as he looked at her.

“No magic. Nothing’s happened.” Cassie closed her hands and the magic dissipated. “We’ll have to go look for the books ourselves.”

“Wait a moment.” Byron went to the nearest shelf and pulled out a book. “The Art of Magic Carpet Making.” Then he placed it back on the shelf. “Try the spell again.”

“The Art of Magic Carpet Making, reveal yourself. Come to me from your shelf.” Cassie summoned her magic and held out her hands. Instantly, the book slipped off the shelf and flew across the room as if being carried by an invisible librarian into her open hand. “It worked.”

“Which means, I think, that ‘An Ode to Woad’ isn’t a real book. At least it’s not in this library,” Byron said. “I would guess that only one of these wine glasses will give us a real book title, and that’s the one we need for the cipher...”

“Okay, let’s listen to the rest of the wine glasses,” Cassie said as she picked up the next glass, and ran her finger around the rim until it began to sing.


Chapter Fifteen – Byron

“I really thought Travel by Camel: A Journey Through Panjara was a published book.” Byron stared down the aisles of bookshelves in exasperation.

“Maybe it is, and my magic just isn’t working,” Cassie said as they returned to the sofas, where the wine connoisseur was lounging back, with a slightly bemused expression on his face.

Or irritation, his dragon said. It’s hard to tell.

“Would you like me to repeat my description of this delectable wine?” he drawled.

“No, we’ve got it,” Cassie replied as she ran her finger around the rim of glass number four. “I don’t think this one is working.”

“You can’t hear it?” Byron asked as he pressed his ear closer to the glass and strained to listen.

“No.” Cassie shook her head and slumped back on the sofa.

“It’s No Business of Yours: A Guide to Keeping Your Nose Out of Other People’s Affairs,” Byron said.

“Could these book titles get any longer?” Cassie complained as she cast the spell. “Nothing.”

“Let’s try the next one.”

“Wait!” Cassie held up her hand “How did you hear what that last one said? I couldn’t hear a thing.”

“It was very faint, but with my shifter senses I could just about hear it.”

“They’re getting quieter every time, aren’t they?” Cassie asked.

Byron rubbed his chin, then nodded. “I think you might be right. Every time we pick up the wrong glass, they get quieter.”

Cassie shook her head. “We’re only four down out of ten, and I think if we don’t get the next one right, even you aren’t going to be able to hear what it sings.”

Byron eyed the six remaining glasses. “Those are not favorable odds for us. We’ve been trying to brute force the puzzle, but it’s not going to work.”

“So, there are rules, after all,” Cassie said.

“It looks like it. At least we’ve narrowed it down a bit.” His gaze rested on the connoisseur.

Is it me or is he looking even more condescending than before? Byron’s dragon asked.

No, it’s not you. He definitely is. Byron put his hand on Cassie’s shoulder as she reached for the next glass.

“We need to hear what the wine connoisseur said again,” Byron told her.

Cassie studied him for a moment and then nodded. “Okay.”

“Could you repeat your description, please?” Byron asked.

“I thought you would never ask,” the wine connoisseur said smugly and took a sip of his wine, which never seemed to deplete. “Notes of black cherry and ripe plum dance boldly on the palate, each sip weaving a complex tapestry with undercurrents of spicy black pepper and a hint of smoky oak. As it opens up, you’ll notice subtle whispers of dried rose petals and a lingering, velvety vanilla that echoes through the finish. The tannins are well-structured, yet silky, giving a nod to its noble aging in French oak barrels. To truly appreciate the depth, let it linger on your tongue, and you might catch the faintest hint of dark chocolate and anise.”

“Okay. Black cherry, ripe plum, spicy black pepper, and a hint of aged oak,” Byron listed.

“And a hint of rose petals and vanilla,” Cassie added.

“You have cannibalized my words,” the wine connoisseur huffed indignantly, cheeks puffing out like an affronted bullfrog. “Truly, you lack the artistry required for a task as delicate as this.”

Ignoring his injured pride, Byron continued to list the other tastes. “Dark chocolate and…anise.” He then turned to Cassie, his eyes serious. “Let’s smell each glass and try to pick out the right one. It can’t just have some of the aromas, it will have to have all of them.”

“Okay, if I can remember them all,” Cassie agreed.

“You remember the rose petals, vanilla, dark chocolate, and anise. I’ll remember the rest.” Byron picked up a glass and carefully swirled the dark liquid, releasing the rich aromas. He took a long and deliberate sniff, letting the scents invade his senses. The black cherry and ripe plum were unmistakable. And he was sure the wine had a peppery smell, but he was not sure about its bitterness. He passed the glass to Cassie and watched as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Yes, definitely vanilla,” she murmured with a nod. Her nose crinkled slightly as she took another inhale. “But no rose petals. It doesn’t smell sweet enough.”

They repeated the process with three more glasses, carefully smelling them all and noting their nuanced differences. The second glass was an explosion of spicy black pepper and a bold undercurrent of smoky oak, but none of the other required notes. The third one was similar, yet it carried a faint echo of dark chocolate and anise. With each sniff, Cassie’s face twisted with increasing uncertainty, her eyes reflecting her torment as the pressure to pick the right blend weighed on her.

“They’re all starting to smell the same.” Her comment was met by a huff and an eye roll from the wine connoisseur, who continued his offended posturing.

“I think it’s this one.” Byron held up the glass, and she leaned forward and wafted the aroma toward her. “What do you think?”

“I think your senses are better than mine.” She tilted her head to one side. “And if you are wrong, I won’t blame you. This is hard.”

I will, his dragon puffed.

Byron lifted the glass to his nose, inhaled deeply, and opened his mouth to let his taste buds join the sensory experience, a tip he’d read about in a vineyard pamphlet once. The rich aromas danced upon his tongue, and he chewed the air as if he could physically taste it. “Black cherry, ripe plum, rose petals, vanilla, dark chocolate, anise, and a hint of aged oak,” he rattled off, moving the glass away from his nose to study the ruby liquid within. “This is it, Cassie. This is the perfect blend. It smells delicious, to be honest.”

“Okay then.” Cassie hesitated, her fingers lingering on the rim of the glass. “I trust you, Byron.”

You’d better be right, his dragon grumbled as Cassie ran her finger around the rim of the glass.

The singing was barely audible this time and Byron had to lean right in to hear. “The Panjara Chronicles: Whispers of Fate.”

“Of course.” Cassie held out her hands and cast the spell.

“I hear it!” Byron said as the distant sound of a book sliding off a shelf reached him. Then there was silence, and he held his breath until a couple of minutes later, the book floated into the room and landed in Cassie’s outstretched hands.

“Okay, grab the cipher,” Cassie ordered as she placed the book on the coffee table. “He’s gone!”

Byron had been too engrossed in the game to sense the connoisseur’s departure from the room.

I’m certain he did not depart, at least not through any physical means, Byron’s dragon said.

He just vanished into thin air? Byron asked, scanning the room, but there was no sign of where he’d gone.

“Byron,” Cassie urged.

“Cipher,” Byron said and grabbed it from where he’d tucked it inside his waistcoat for safe keeping. “Here.” He placed it down next to the book.

“Okay, so do we think the numbers are a page number, a line number, and then a number corresponding to a letter?” Cassie asked as she glanced at the first number and flipped open the book.

“That would make sense,” Byron agreed as he said. “Page one-oh-five. Line number twenty-three.” He watched Cassie run her finger down the page. When she stopped, he added, “Three.”

“Do you think it’s word three or letter three?” Cassie asked as she moved her finger along the page.

“Letter,” Byron assured her. “Because this number is fifty and I don’t think there’ll be fifty words on a line.”

“Just checking,” Cassie said. “First letter, P.”

“First letter, P,” Byron repeated.

They worked their way through the cipher clues, and it soon became obvious what the word was. But without exchanging words, they worked through to the last letter, not wanting to waste time with a ‘shortcut’ again.

“Projector,” Cassie said. “That’s what it spells.”

“I concur.” Byron leaned back on the sofa and rubbed at his temples.

“Are you okay?” Cassie asked.

“Nothing a cup of coffee and a sandwich wouldn’t fix.” He pushed himself to his feet. “The projector’s over there.”

He held out his hand to her and, with a gentle tug, pulled Cassie from her seat and led her over to the hulking piece of equipment tucked away in the corner of the room.

“It looks as old as the tavern,” Cassie said as she pressed a button and switched it on. Instantly, it shone a light onto the wall. “I guess we need to find the slides.”

“You know this projector isn’t plugged into any power source.” Byron tugged at the power cord and held it up as proof.

“Magic is a power source, and the tavern is magic, I suppose,” Cassie said.

“So, do you think the wine connoisseur is magic, too?” Byron asked with a shudder as he looked back toward the empty sofa.

“I think we have other things to worry about,” Cassie said. “Such as, what do we put in this projector?”

“Let’s go look around.” Byron scanned the room and then headed off to check out the various shelves and tables.

“Here.” Cassie pointed down at the table the projector stood on, specifically the locked drawer built into it. “We need a key.”

“A skeleton key?” Byron grabbed the display box and carried it over to the projector. “Which one?”

“I’d say let’s try them one at a time, but I don’t want to find out what will happen if we get it wrong.” Cassie looked over at the emptying hourglass. “And I think it would take too long.”

“Okay, let’s try to figure it out.” Byron tugged his chin as she stared at the intricately carved keys.

His dragon puffed out a plume of smoke. The one with the dragon embossed on it, he suggested.

Byron was skeptical. Just because you’re a dragon doesn’t mean it’s the dragon key.

Look closer, his dragon said.

Byron leaned forward and peered closer. Then he plucked the skeleton key from the display and handed it to Cassie. “This one.”

“How can you be sure?” Cassie asked, but she was already inserting it into the small lock.

“It has my family crest on it,” Byron replied, somber.

Cassie glanced over her shoulder at him as she turned the key and was rewarded with a satisfying click. “That’s it.”

Now, how did that get here? his dragon sounded unnerved.

We can add that to the growing list of questions about this place. Byron pursed his lips. I wonder if finding that was supposed to have some greater meaning.

Cassie pulled the drawer open and took out a large box of slides. As she took one out and put it in the projector, the room was cast in twilight, and above their heads, a constellation swirled around. It was beautiful, as if they stood amongst the stars and galaxies of the universe, which drifted lazily around them like leaves in a pond.

But there was no time to sit and admire the cosmos.

Byron lifted a couple more slides out of the box. Each held on it a pattern of stars—a constellation, where each star was connected and faintly glowing. Beyond each constellation being different, each slide was identical, with no way that Byron could see to discern which slide was correct. “No wonder the key was so easy. Because we have no idea what we’re looking for now that this drawer is open.”

“There must be a clue in here somewhere.” Cassie removed the slide and put it back in the box, the stars disappearing, and the light level returning to normal. “All we have to do is find it.”

“Then let’s start looking,” Byron said wearily.

He turned around and scanned the room, checking out the wall art. Maybe one of the paintings on the wall depicted a certain constellation.

Let’s go take a look, his dragon said.

As he stepped forward, he nearly tripped over Brushworth, who was still busily sweeping the floor. “Don’t you ever sleep, Brushworth?”

But the broom just kept on going.

“Do you think we’ve missed something?” Cassie asked as she trailed her fingers along the bookshelves in the main part of the library.

“Yes,” Byron said and mustered a grin.

“Obviously,” Cassie said with a smile. “Maybe there’s one of your books in here. Do you have any books that mention constellations?”

“Not specifically,” Byron said. “I haven’t gotten round to astronomy yet.”

“Ouch. Excuse you, Brushworth!” Cassie said as she grabbed hold of the brush handle to stop herself from falling to the floor.

But the brush didn’t stop. As Cassie held onto it, it pulled her along. And Cassie followed.

“This is no time to dance with Brushworth,” Byron told her.

“I’m not dancing,” Cassie said as Brushworth paused for a moment, before turning and heading off again at a forty-five-degree angle. “I think Brushworth is following the same route. And he pauses for a second or two every so often.”

Byron turned away from the paintings on the wall and watched as Brushworth led Cassie around the room. “You’re right. He’s following the same path.”

“Brushworth has been giving us a clue all this time.” Cassie let go of the broom handle and stepped back, watching as the broom continued its seemingly random yet deliberate pattern across the room.

Byron followed the broom’s trajectory. “The slides.” He dashed back to the projector table and grabbed the slides. “Let’s use the wine glasses to help us mark the points where Brushworth pauses.”

“Good idea.” Cassie joined Byron at the coffee table and set the wineglasses to one side. “Okay. He’s stopped.”

Together they watched Brushworth as he continued his route around the room, sweeping around the couch, the tables, and piles of books. Each time he paused, they placed a wineglass on the floor, adding and adjusting their positions until they thought they had it right, thankful that there were enough, and Brushworth swept over the glasses delicately as he passed, not knocking them over.

“Let’s see if we can’t find a constellation that matches.”

The two of them headed back to the projector, and sifted through the slides together, carefully matching the points of the constellations with the placement of the wineglasses.

“I think this is the one,” Cassie said, her cheeks flushed with excitement. “Look.”

“I think you’re right.” Byron stood up. “Let’s compare it to the original.”

Cassie nodded, and they went to Brushworth and followed him around the room, pacing out the route to check they had the correct approximate distances between the points.

You do know this is timed, his dragon said.

And you do know we don’t know what might happen if we get this wrong, Byron told his dragon as he looked at the dwindling pool of sand in the hourglass. They really didn’t have long left.

Ah, you are worried that if we get this wrong, we might put Cassie in danger. His dragon puffed out a plume of smoke in exasperated agreement.

I’d rather drop out of the competition than drop into a burning star, which for all we know is what will happen if we get this wrong too many times, Byron said.

“This is it, Byron.” Cassie was certain. And he was certain.

Time to stop stalling, his dragon said.

But part of Byron didn’t want this trial to end. They’d worked closely together to get this far. But as soon as they left the library, they would be apart again. They were still fake dating, after all, and Cassie didn’t seem all that interested in extra-curricular activities.

Until the next trial, his dragon reminded him.

“Do you want to do the honors?” Byron asked, handing the slide to Cassie.

“Together.” Cassie held out her hand to him and he threaded his fingers through hers, feeling the instant connection. One that had grown stronger during their time in the library.

And when she looked up at him and their eyes locked, he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she felt it, too.

As Brushworth continued his route around the library, Byron raised his hand, holding the slide, and together they pushed it into the projector. Instantly, the room dimmed, and stars appeared all around them.

The shelves at the edge of the room were barely visible in the dimmed light, and Byron felt a sense of weightlessness. He could almost believe that they were swimming with the stars. He turned to look at Cassie, whose features were caressed by the soft glow of the sparkling orbs of light around them.

She caught his gaze for a moment and smiled, a sight brighter and more breathtaking than all the stars in the room around them before she pointed forward. “They align.” Cassie gestured to the wine glasses. They seemed to catch the light of the stars, glimmering and singing softly.

Brushworth continued his journey, passing through clouds of nebula as he dusted away the ribbons of solar winds emanating from the stars as he followed the line of the constellation.

“But what next?” Byron asked as he scanned the room. “There are no other clues.”

“He’s stopped.” Cassie tightened her grip on his hand. “Brushworth has stopped.” She pulled Byron away from the projector toward the besom broom.

“Where’s he going?” Byron asked as Brushworth pivoted suddenly and headed for the door they had entered through nearly an hour ago.

“Is he going to pass through it?” Cassie asked, but as Brushworth approached, the door swung open, and he slipped out into the corridor.

“Is that it?” Byron asked, half-expecting the door to close behind the broom. But instead, it stood open.

“I guess so.” Cassie cracked a wide smile. “We did it!”

“We did!” Byron slid his arms around her waist and lifted her from her feet as he spun her around and around.

She giggled and clung to him, her head thrown back, her lips close to his. Then they were kissing. He didn’t know who kissed who, but as their lips moved together, it was as if all the stars in the universe were shining down on them.


Chapter Sixteen – Cassie

Cassie was swept away by Byron. With his arms around her waist, he spun her around and around.

And then he kissed her.

Or did she kiss him?

She didn’t know. One minute she was looking into his eyes, lost to the connection she felt with him. The next, their lips were touching, a tentative kiss that quickly deepened. His heat enveloped her, the sensation both thrilling and frightening in its intensity.

“Ah, Brushworth!” Stan’s voice came from the corridor outside, and Byron tensed, the moment broken as he let her down gently.

“Come on.” He threaded his fingers through hers. “We’re not the first to escape and we don’t want to be the last.”

“Of course…the competition,” she murmured as she hurried after him back along the corridor to the bar area. Her lips still tingled where they’d kissed, and she longed to pull Byron into her arms and kiss him some more.

But they were not mates. This was fake. They had both simply been caught up in the moment.

They stepped out of the room into the never-ending corridor, blinking against the light, and headed for the sound of bubbling voices from the bar area.

“Byron and Cassie,” Morwenna announced as they stepped out of the corridor into the sparsely populated bar area. “Welcome to the land of escapees.”

“I knew you would do it!” Kengar said as he approached, his great green arm outstretched.

“Well done, Cassie.” Nyara came to Cassie and hugged her as Byron and Kengar shook hands. “Tell us about your room.”

“So, they were all different,” Cassie said. “We thought they had to be.”

“We had a dungeon,” Kengar laughed. “What an adventure that was.”

“It seemed you felt right at home.” Nyara playfully slapped him on the arm. “It was practically medieval in there.”

“Ours was a cabin in the woods,” Nancy said. “Stan nearly freaked out. He’s watched far too many of those silly movies where a group of teenagers gets terrorized. I, for one, found it quite pleasant to have a countryside escape.”

“Drinks?” Stan asked brightly and nodded to Morwenna, who was loitering at the bar.

“I think it’s time Flint came back inside,” Morwenna huffed. “He is the bartender, not me.”

“But you’re so good at it,” Stan replied and fluttered his eyelashes at her as the group moved toward her.

“Don’t expect flattery to get you any discounts.” Morwenna began pouring drinks from the bottles shelved on racks above the bar.

“Ours was a library,” Cassie said as she gratefully accepted a glass of gin and took a sip. “Oh, this is good.”

“I don’t suppose you have some coffee…” Byron clamped his mouth shut as Stan shot him a warning look and a quick shake of his head. “Gin would be perfect.”

“A library…” Nyara began, but before she continued, there was a rush of voices from along the corridor. Another couple emerged, looking a little flustered, but relieved.

“How many have escaped so far?” Byron asked as he took a gulp of his gin and looked across the empty room.

“That makes five couples now,” Morwenna said. “Stan and Nancy were first. Then there were another two couples, and then Nyara and Kengar.”

“That’s all?” Byron asked. “The time’s nearly up.”

Morwenna shrugged. “Then there will be a lot of losers very soon.”

“I think most of the escapees left already,” Kengar said as he took a sip from a tankard. “Didn’t want to risk getting trapped again, maybe.” He chuckled.

“So, we don’t have to stay and wait for everyone to get out?” Cassie asked.

“No,” Morwenna replied. “In fact, I invite you to leave as soon as possible so that I can get back to my non-bartender duties. Oh, good, more escapees.” Morwenna darted around the side of the bar and strode to the tavern door. She pulled it open, inviting in the sounds of the ongoing street party outside. “Flint! Time to get back to work!”

“I am working!” he called back.

“But not in here,” Morwenna replied. “Which means I’m having to work.”

Flint’s large frame appeared in the doorway. “Are you telling me you don’t want to serve the people out here? I’ve never seen this street so busy.”

But the people out there had obviously taken the open tavern door as a sign and they began spilling into the tavern, carrying Flint along with them toward the bar as they cheered and whooped. It was hard to tell if they were cheering for the contestants, or simply that they were able to get into their favorite drinking hole. It was a party atmosphere, but Cassie didn’t want to get swept along in it. She was tired and emotionally drained.

Not to mention that she needed time to process their kiss.

Byron, Cassie, and their small group sidled to the edge of the bar to avoid the swiftly growing crowd. Morwenna held up the cocktail shaker as if it were a crucifix, trying to hold back the throng of people as she began to frantically make drinks.

“I’m going home. I need food and time to prepare for tomorrow’s trial.” Cassie downed her gin, the rush of alcohol making her lightheaded.

“Good idea.” Byron mirrored her and finished his drink and slipped his arm around her waist, sending chills through her body as he shielded her from the mass of people still pouring into the bar.

She should have politely pushed him away, and put some distance between them, set some boundaries. But as they fought against the tide of people entering the bar, she was grateful for his strong, protective presence. His arm around her felt both comforting and exhilarating, a confusing mix of emotions she was too weary to decipher at the moment.

As they made their way through the crowd, she could feel the heat radiating from him, and she wanted to reach out and touch him, to stroke his hot flesh.

No. This was no good. She really needed to clear her head. And she could only do that if she was alone. Something about being around Byron recently made her head spin.

But as they reached the tavern door and went outside into the cool night air, Byron said, “Let’s grab some food to go. There’s somewhere I’d like to show you. And someone I’d like you to meet.”

“To meet?” she asked. “It’s late. And I’m not really up to any more social interaction.”

“My dragon will not rest until he’s met you in person,” Byron told her. “And I want to be able to sleep tonight as well.”

“Your dragon?” Cassie repeated. Well, that might just change everything.

“Yes, we agreed we would fly and dance.” He guided her to one side of the alleyway, where it was quieter. “Please.”

“Cassie! Byron!” Harry’s voice rang out, and Cassie turned to see him waving a spatula at them.

“Food!” Byron said, looking over her shoulder toward Harry and Burt’s barbeque. “I’ve been thinking about those burgers ever since we walked out.”

Cassie let Byron lead her toward the two Regulars.

“How did it go?” Burt asked. “Did Stan make it out?”

“He did,” Cassie said from Byron’s side. “He and Nancy were the first, I believe.”

Harry snorted. “Nancy is a force to be reckoned with.”

“And not just in this competition,” Harry added.

“They make a good team,” Byron said, practically drooling over the burgers sizzling on the grill.

“You look like a man half-starved,” Burt said. “How about you have these last burgers on the house?”

“Are you sure?” Byron asked as he inhaled the scent of the cooked meat.

“Absolutely,” Harry said. “Looks like most people have gone inside the tavern now. And Burt and I would like to do the same.”

“So, we’re doing you a favor by taking the last of your burgers?” Byron certainly seemed to like that idea.

“A prize,” Burt suggested. “For completing the escape room.”

“Yes, a prize,” Harry agreed, eying the door to the tavern nervously.

“A prize,” Cassie smirked. “Are you afraid of what Morwenna might say if she knew you were giving away free food? I didn’t realize you were affiliated.”

“Afraid. Of Morwenna?” Burt laughed nervously. “Certainly not.”

“Terrified is the term I’d use,” Harry said.

“Petrified, even.” Burt grinned.

“Regardless, we gratefully accept your prize,” Byron said magnanimously.

“Great!” Burt and Harry quickly prepared the last four burgers and wrapped them in paper emblazoned with ‘The Lonely Tavern’, and then handed them to Byron and Cassie.

Cassie looked down at the paper wrapper. She had no idea that the tavern was making a break into the takeaway food market. Maybe Morwenna didn’t even know.

“Enjoy!” Harry said and then he and Burt turned to packing up their pop-up BBQ stall.

“Thanks.” Byron tilted his head in amusement. “Shall we go and enjoy our burgers somewhere special?”

“What did you have in mind?” Cassie asked, her mood lighter now that they were away from the crowded tavern.

“It’s a surprise,” Byron said. “But I think you’ll like it.”

“And is this somewhere a dragon ride away?” she asked, the warmth of the burgers seeping through the paper. Her mouth watered and her stomach grumbled at the thought of sinking her teeth into the delicious food. But a ride on the back of a dragon trumped even the tastiest of food.

“Yes.” He reached for her free hand and entwined his fingers with hers. A familiar warmth spread through her veins as he tightened his hold on her and pulled her along the alleyway. “I promise it’s not far and the burgers will still be warm when we get there.”

He stopped and turned to face her before letting go of her hand and stepping away.

“You’re going to shift here?” Cassie hissed, looking around. But the alleyway was now empty apart from Harry and Burt, who were too engrossed in clearing away as fast as possible so they could get inside the tavern.

“Yes.” Byron winked and then rushed forward and handed her the burgers. “Here, can you hold on to these?”

“Won’t I need free hands to hold on to… I don’t want to fall off your dragon.”

“Oh. Yes.” Byron gnawed on his bottom lip for a moment and then unbuttoned his waistcoat.

“You have to get naked before you shift?” Cassie asked in a high voice.

“No.” He flashed her a smile that made her stomach flip. “This is for the burgers.” Byron unknotted his tie and spread his waistcoat on the ground.

“Oh, I get it.” Cassie blushed furiously, her mind still full of images of a bare-chested Byron as she placed the burgers on the waistcoat. Then Byron tied the waistcoat with his tie, fashioning it into a makeshift pouch.

“There.” Byron looked up, their eyes meeting, their lips inches apart. Was he going to kiss her again?

She swallowed down her desire and inched away from him before picking up the pouch of burgers. No more kissing.

Byron slowly uncurled his body and stood up, his eyes dark and unreadable as he said, “Ready?”

“To meet a dragon?” Cassie nodded. “Sure.”

Byron backed away, and then the air around him seemed to shimmer and crackle as he faded away.

For just a moment, she was alone, but then a large shadowy figure loomed above her. The shadow was tinged with red before its features filled in as if the dragon was walking toward her through the summer mist that filled the alley. The dragon had to pull its wings in tight to fit down the narrow street.

“Oh, my!” Cassie gasped, staring in wide-eyed amazement as the immense beast took shape before her. It was larger than anything she’d ever seen, shimmering scales covered his body, glinting in the faint moonlight. His eyes were an intense emerald green, piercing and full of intelligence, and despite being serpentine still looked like Byron’s.

It was terrifying and yet breathtakingly majestic. An awe-inspiring creature, both fearsome and beautiful.

And yet it was Byron. There was no doubt about it.

With a low, resonant rumble that vibrated the air around her, Byron’s dragon bowed his enormous head to her.

Without hesitation, she stepped forward, her hand outstretched as she placed her palm on the dragon’s wide forehead. “You are incredible.”

As the dragon rubbed his head against her palm, she wished more than anything that this creature belonged to her. That man and beast were her mate.

But she’d just have to settle for friendship. And a ride on the magnificent beast’s back.

The dragon lowered himself toward the ground, dipping his left leg as he nudged her around to his side.

“I guess Byron doesn’t want to eat cold burgers.” She chuckled nervously as she hooked the makeshift pouch over her shoulder and then clambered onto the dragon’s forelimb.

Then, with a great deal of huffing, puffing, and wriggling, she made it onto the dragon’s back.

He waited until she was securely in place, her hands gripping the rough ridges of his scales before he moved. The muscles under his scaled skin rippled with power as he crouched low and then, with a mighty leap, he pushed off from the ground, launching them above the roofs of the buildings that hemmed them in.

For a brief moment, her heart lodged in her throat as the world dropped away beneath them. Cassie clung on for dear life as they ascended rapidly, the wind whipping her hair about in a frenzied dance. It was a sensation, unlike anything she’d ever imagined—frightening yet thrilling.

The dragon rose above the rooftops, and then banked left, heading for the distant mountains.

Stars littered the night sky above them, a myriad of sparkling jewels that seemed almost within reach. The chill air stung her eyes and whipped through her clothes, making her shiver, but there was an unmistakable sense of exhilaration tingling her entire body. The wind whistled in her ears, drowning all other sounds except for the rhythmic beating of Byron’s expansive wings. Cassie dared look down, her breath hitching as the ground below was nothing more than specks of light and shadow, a world so distant and irrelevant at this moment. She tightened her grip on the dragon’s scales, her knuckles turning white under the pressure, and felt more alive than she ever had.

And in that moment, she knew she didn’t want to settle for friends.

She wanted to be a couple. With Byron.


Chapter Seventeen – Byron

He was flying with his mate on his back!

Something he never dreamed he would have been able to share with someone so special to him.

Please, resist the urge to go crazy and do loops, or fly upside down, or do any of those twirls you like to do when you show off, Byron told his dragon.

Don’t worry, I’m not going to do anything that might put our mate in danger, his dragon replied as he scanned the mountain range ahead.

He’d only been to the place he wanted to show Cassie once before, having found it by chance when he was exploring the mountains a year ago. He was going to look like a prize fool if he couldn’t find his way back there now.

Great. If you can’t find it, Cassie is going to think we lied to her, Byron said. And it’s me who is going to have to do the explaining.

I’ll find it, his dragon replied. It’s… He let out a plume of dragon fire that lit up the night sky. There!

The peak loomed in the darkness, its outline jagged and sharp, like a row of looming spires silhouetted against the star-studded sky.

It looks like a dragon’s tooth, Byron said.

I guess you might be right, his dragon answered as he descended toward the imposing formation. The wind whistled around them, and they felt Cassie tighten her grip on his scales.

Easy, easy, Byron said, remember we have a passenger.

How could I forget? his dragon answered as he stretched his wings wide and slowed their descent.

The dragon stretched out his talons and landed gently on a wide plateau, with a swirling cloud of snow kicking up around them. Then he lowered himself toward the ground, and Cassie scrambled to the ground, leaning on his forelimb for a moment as she peered out from the high vantage point.

“It sure is high.” She shivered. “And cold.”

We should have brought warm clothes, his dragon said.

Why don’t you breathe fire on that pile of boulders over there? They should hold the heat for a while, Byron replied.

The dragon gently nudged Cassie back a few steps, then turned his massive head toward the pile of large rocks. He took a deep breath and released a controlled stream of dragon fire. The rocks took on an otherworldly glow as they were heated, the snow hissing loudly around them, before finally, the flames faded, leaving the stones glowing with warmth.

Cassie watched, barely blinking, as the dragon settled back onto his haunches. “Wow,” she breathed, eyes wide as she held out her hands toward the rocks. “You sure are handy to have around.”

The dragon rumbled contently before the air fizzled and sparked, leaving Byron standing in place of the beast. He shrugged, smiling bashfully. “It’s not much, but…”

Cassie turned to look at him, her eyes still shining with wonder. “No,” she cut him off gently. “It’s incredible.” She cast another glance at the glowing stones before stepping toward them. “Thank you. Well, thank your dragon.”

“He’d do anything for you,” Byron said and then quickly added, “Shall we eat?”

“I believe you are the only man I know who would put those two statements in one breath.” Cassie unhooked the makeshift pouch containing the burgers from her shoulder and set it down on a boulder close to the super-heated rocks.

His dragon chuckled. She’s getting to know you.

I’m not sure that’s a good thing, Byron said.

Oh, it is, believe me, his dragon replied. She’ll see that we are one of a kind. Her kind.

“These could do with warming up a little. Can we place them near the rocks?” Cassie said as she handed him back his waistcoat and tie. “They smell like burgers.”

“Thanks.” He slipped his waistcoat back on, ignoring the aroma that clung to them. He then grabbed a flat rock and carefully placed it near the dragon-heated rocks, feeling the intense heat radiating from the stone. “Here, we can place the burgers on here.”

Cassie set about unwrapping the burgers and placing them next to the heated rock to warm. As they waited for their supper to heat up, Cassie turned to look out at the view. The stars above them in the clear sky were mirrored by the lights of the town far below them. “So, is this what you wanted to show me? It’s like the world is in miniature. You know, like a model village.”

“It’s beautiful. But this isn’t why I brought you here,” he said. “There’s something else. But after we’ve eaten.”

“I’m intrigued.” She cast him a sidelong look. “You’ve done a good job of building up the suspense.”

I hope it doesn’t end up being an anticlimax, Byron said to his dragon.

His dragon chuckled at his nervousness. She’ll love it, his dragon reassured him. You underestimate yourself.

“I think those burgers are probably hot enough,” Byron said as he tore himself away from her side. He should have said something light and flirty, but his mind went blank.

He truly was terrible at this.

I don’t think Cassie notices, his dragon reassured him. Or maybe she does, and that’s what she likes about you.

Byron grabbed the flat rock and offered it to Cassie as if it were a plate. “Here.”

Cassie took one of the burgers. “Thanks.” She bit into it and let out a soft moan of satisfaction. “This is fantastic.”

Byron chuckled, picking his own burger up and joining her to look out at the view. The smell of warm meat and subtle spices made his stomach rumble in anticipation. “Who knew Harry and Burt had such a talent for cooking?”

“Morwenna will have them chained to that grill once word gets out,” Cassie said lightly.

“She’s a strange one, isn’t she?” Byron said. “Just when I think I have her figured out, she…pivots.”

Cassie chuckled. “That’s Morwenna for you,” she said. “She’s like a thousand-piece puzzle. Once you think you’ve got it all put together, you realize there’s always one piece missing.”

“And once you realize that, the whole puzzle falls apart and changes to something entirely different.” Byron took a bite of his food.

They ate in silence for a few minutes and Byron found himself entranced by this simple moment—sitting side by side with Cassie, warmed by a heated rock, sharing a meal up in the mountains.

It was perfect.

“What do you think the next trial will be?” Cassie asked when she’d finished her burger.

“I have no clue. So far, the trials have been so random. I suppose a quiz or something.” He shrugged. “But then the trials so far have been more like challenges. So maybe something more physical? A race perhaps,” Byron speculated, his eyebrows drawing together in thought.

“A race?” Cassie groaned. “I don’t know how I’d feel about that.”

“I think Kengar would definitely be the winner of that one.” Byron chuckled. “How about a mental puzzle?”

“Mmm, a mental puzzle,” Cassie mused. “I can see Morwenna stumping us all with some cryptic riddle or impossible math problem. But that’s very similar to the escape room, and I don’t know if I have the mental capacity to do that again.”

“Luckily, the tavern seems to be coming up with the trials. And they do have some logic to them,” Byron said. “Another?”

“I shouldn’t.” Cassie licked her lips. “But I will. It feels like I haven’t eaten for days.”

“Using your brain uses a lot of energy,” Byron said as she went to get the last two burgers from the flat rock.

“Is that true?”

“Of course,” Byron replied, feigning a flippant tone. “It’s like a muscle; the more you use it, the more energy it consumes. Not necessarily by a lot, but I think it warrants another burger.”

Cassie let out a soft laugh. “I don’t know whether to believe you or not.”

“I would never lie to you, Cassie.” His eyes darkened, and he paused, his burger halfway to his mouth. “I could never lie to you.”

“That is quite some statement,” Cassie replied warily.

“But it’s the truth.” He swallowed hard. It felt as if the world was closing in on him as Cassie came into sharp focus. She was the only thing in the world that mattered at that moment.

Tell her, his dragon urged.

“We’re mates.” Byron winced. He should have softened the blow instead of simply blurting it out.

“Mates.” Her expression didn’t change as she sat there with her burger halfway to her mouth.

“Yes.” He winced even harder. He’d blown it by not coming clean sooner. Or perhaps by not waiting. Maybe it was just that he fumbled the delivery.

“You and me.” She spoke slowly, clearly, as if making sure she had not misheard or misunderstood. “Mates.”

“Correct,” he managed to get out, the tension in the air palpable.

Her gaze was sharp, scrutinizing. This was a moment he had been dreading.

She’ll be okay with it, his dragon told him confidently.

I don’t know. Cassie has obviously had issues with men in the past. Men like Jerome. If she thinks we have been untruthful, she might reject us.

“Why didn’t you tell me when we met?” she asked.

“Because you were so anti-couples,” he replied bluntly and winced again at his accusing tone.

Shall I get you a shovel so you can dig yourself a bigger hole? his dragon said, but his tone was light and teasing.

I wish I had your confidence, Byron replied.

“Wow.” She lowered her burger and rested her hand on her lap. “You’re right. I was so set on being single and focusing on my magic. I’m sorry you didn’t feel as if you could tell me.”

“I wasn’t trying to push the blame onto you,” Byron said quickly. “I hoped you would fall in love with me…for me. If we just spent time together.”

“Oh.” Cassie looked down at her burger. “Well, I suppose…” She locked eyes with him. “I have.”

“You have?” Byron asked.

Told you so, his dragon said smugly.

“I mean… I don’t know if I have ever been in love before. I thought I was. But I was mistaken. I got used.” She pressed her lips together. “Jerome made out we were this great love affair, when really all he wanted was for me to teach him how to use an Arcane Amulet I had in the store. It’s a really rare artifact, and he’d been told that it could amplify the magical abilities of the wearer. Unfortunately, what he didn’t know was that this one was malfunctioning, which was why it was in my store. So instead of amplifying magic, it depleted it, making spells much less potent. It took him a long time to return to the level of magic he had before.”

“I’m so sorry,” Byron said and meant it.

I’d also like to pay Jerome a visit and chew his head off, Byron’s dragon said.

“It’s not your fault,” Cassie replied.

“So he was fake dating you,” Byron said gently.

“He was.” She shrugged. “There’s some irony in there somewhere, don’t you think?”

“I do.” He nudged her gently. “Well, now you know there is nothing fake about us.”

“No.” She took a big bite of her burger and chewed thoughtfully. As she swallowed, she said, “There is not.”

“Are we good?” Byron asked.

“Together?” She arched a teasing eyebrow at him. “Yes, I think we are. We are going to trounce the competition.”

“Trounce. I like your confidence,” Byron said, relief washing over him.

“Now, shut up and eat. I want to see why you brought me up here.” She smiled at him and then bit into her burger and chewed as she stared out at the view.

I told you so, his dragon said.

You did, Byron said as he finished his burger.

This was the best night of his life. And not just for himself, but for his family. Now that he’d told Cassie they were mates, he was one step closer to saving his family’s home.

“Okay, I’m finished.” Cassie brushed the crumbs from her hands. “Do we have to fly somewhere else for the surprise?”

“No,” Byron said and stood up, offering her his hand. “It’s not much farther.”

She looked at it and then slid her hand into his. “This mates thing. Does that explain the way it feels whenever we touch?”

“It does,” Byron said as she stood before him. “It’s a physical manifestation of the connection we share.”

“You do have a romantic way of putting things,” she replied with a smile.

“Sorry.” He shook his head. “I hoped that when we met, the romantic in me might awaken. As you can tell, it has not.”

“It’s a good thing. I believe romance in the classical sense is overrated,” Cassie said. “Now, about this surprise.”

“This way.” Byron led her toward a narrow path that wound around the side of the hill. “It’s steep in some places. But it’s worth the climb.”

“I see what you mean,” Cassie said, as she scrambled up a steep incline on her hands and knees.

“I could carry you if you want,” Byron offered as he clambered up onto the next ridge.

“I’ve got it.” Cassie brushed her hands on her thighs when she finally reached the crest of the rise. “Is this it?”

“No, this way.” He led her on, climbing higher. Then he turned off the narrow trail toward a small cave mouth that sank into the mountainside. It was inconspicuous and easily missed. Looking at it now, Byron was shocked once again by how he had found it in the first place.

He took Cassie’s hand and ducked into the small maw, leading her into the darkness. “I should have brought a flashlight.”

“I can help with that,” Cassie said and whispered a spell into her cupped hands. A small flame flickered to life and then she opened her hands and blew the flame gently so that it floated away. “Oh, my.”

“It’s stunning, isn’t it?” Byron asked as Cassie lit another small flame and then another. Their flickering light gently pushed back at the darkness, turning the rock pools littered throughout the cavern a soft red.

Thin, crystalline stalactites hung overhead, catching the light and refracting it onto the cave walls. Along with the rippling reflections from the rock pools of the dancing lights, it looked as though the whole cave was shifting and moving as if the rock itself was alive.

“This is what you wanted to show me?” She walked across the cave to the water and dipped her hand in the large rock pool in the center of the cave. “It’s so cold.”

“There’s more.” He held out his hands to her. “I know you said you prefer to dance alone…but will you dance with me?”

“I think you’re the only person I wouldn’t mind dancing with, but…” She looked bemused as she slipped her hands into his. “There’s no music.”

“There will be.” He let go of one of her hands and reached up, tapping his finger on one of the stalactites.

It let out a clear note that reverberated throughout the cavern, humming as it clung to the slowly fading tone in a way similar to a tuning fork. Before the sound faded, Byron ran his finger along a row of the hanging crystals, each letting out a distinct note, yet they all seemed to harmonize. And as they rang, drips of water that had been hanging onto the ends of the formations fell into the pools of water below, letting out short, almost percussive notes that echoed pleasantly alongside the hum of the crystals, which seemed to spread, the other stalactites beginning to thrum in response.

As the sound beat, a strange rhythm emerged between the tunes of the crystals and the falling of the water droplets.

Cassie threw her head back and laughed. “Now, this is romantic.” Then she slid her arms around his neck, and with their bodies pressed together, they danced slowly and sensuously as the ethereal song of the stalactites filled the moodily lit air of the cave.

And for once, Byron felt as if he’d lived up to his name.


Chapter Eighteen – Cassie

“Evening.” Cassie could not help herself. She was grinning like a fool. A lovesick fool.

But then that was exactly what she was. After Byron’s revelation last night that they were mates, she’d felt...complete.

There was no other way to describe it. It was as if a part of her had always been missing and now she was whole.

“Good evening,” Byron approached where she was standing by the corner of the tavern with a smile on his face and his hand tucked behind his back. “I have something for you.”

“You do?” she asked, sounding surprised, even though his posture had already given it away.

“I picked you some flowers.” Byron pulled his arm from behind his back and held out a bunch of bright yellow...dandelions.

“They are beautifully yellow,” Cassie said. “Like the summer sun.”

“I did think of getting you a dozen red roses,” Byron said.

“You did?” Cassie’s heart clenched in her chest.

“But red roses are such a cliché. So I thought I’d get you these.” Byron’s expression was earnest, his eyes glinting with affection. Or maybe even love. “They remind me of you.”

“Yeah?” Cassie looked at the bouquet of dandelions, her brows furrowed with confusion.

“Yes,” Byron nodded. “You see, roses are beautiful and delicate. They are admired and coveted by many. However, they also need to be carefully tended to and even then, they only bloom for a short time before they wilt away. But dandelions remind me of you.” He gently caressed one of the bright yellow petals. “They are wild and free, resilient and strong. They may not be considered as traditionally beautiful as roses…” His eyes widened. “Not that I don’t consider you traditionally beautiful.”

“You don’t have to explain.” Cassie felt a lump forming in her throat. No one had ever said something so poignant and beautiful about her before. But that was Byron—unique, off-kilter, and utterly endearing.

Gently taking the bouquet of dandelions from him, she held them close, inhaling their sweet, earthy scent. “Thank you, Byron,” she whispered. “These are perfect.”

The corners of his mouth twitched in a sheepish smile as he faced her. For a moment, they stood together in comfortable silence, then he said, “Shall we go inside?”

“Yes. We don’t want to be late.” Cassie held out her hand to him and they headed toward the tavern door. “It’s quiet out here today.”

“Maybe because the trial is starting earlier than the other ones, everyone’s still at work.”

The door opened for them, greeting them with a calming wave of lavender and sandalwood-scented vapor that gently infused the air. The dim lights illuminated the mostly empty bar area, occupied by only a few small groups of people.

“Wow, there are only, what, seven couples left in the competition,” Byron said as he eyed the small gathering of people inside the tavern.

“Quite a few didn’t make it out of the rooms in time yesterday,” Stan said as he came over to greet them. It really felt like he did work as a host in here. “Apparently, two couples haven’t even escaped their room yet.”

“Oh my, are they okay?” Cassie put a hand to her mouth.

“Morwenna’s had the imps slide food under the door, so I’m sure they’re fine,” Stan said with a smile.

“That’s very generous of her,” Byron said.

“I wouldn’t go that far. They’re racking up a healthy tab, and Morwenna’s adding quite a hefty service charge.”

“How is Morwenna taking all this?” Cassie asked as she noted there was no sign of Amelia and Jerome. Perhaps they were one of the couples still stuck in their escape rooms.

“Well…” Stan rocked back and forth on his heels. “I don’t know what to make of it.”

“Oh, dear.” With the dandelions in one hand and Byron’s hand in the other, they stepped past Stan and approached the bar.

The figure of Morwenna sat on the bar top with her legs folded elegantly beneath her, wreathed in smoke and vapor, and draped in a dark robe. All around her burned incense and tea candles, and in one hand she held a pair of small chimes, which she brought together.

Ting!

She didn’t open her eyes as they approached, and her fingers formed into a ‘jnana mudra’ of meditation. “Welcome, humble pilgrims, to the third trial.” A small frown appeared on her serene expression. “Though what a strange thing to say, as life comprises countless trials we must overcome.” She then took a slow breath. “So, as we await the next trial, let us all take a deep breath. In through the nose, if you have one, and then out through the mouth, letting the spirit rid itself of any and all weight.”

Cassie and Byron glanced at one another. “What is…”

Morwenna held up a finger. “Deep breath. Cleanse the spirit.”

“I think we’d prefer…”

“Rid the mind of all doubt, and the lungs of air,” Morwenna said, somehow maintaining her airy tone but putting an edge to it.

Cassie and Byron looked at each other once more before they both breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly, mirroring Morwenna as she guided the pace of their breath with one hand.

Ting!

“You know, I do actually feel a little better,” Byron said.

“So, what is the next trial?”

“No one knows,” a rumbling voice said from behind them, and they turned to see Kengar and Nyara.

“That is not true,” Morwenna said, her voice light and breathy. “The tavern knows. And we must trust in the tavern. The tavern knows much that do we not. It guides to lands unknown, and drinks, and sometimes even profit for the tavern owner when customers can actually come inside to buy drinks.”

“What is going on?” Cassie asked as Flint appeared from the back room carrying a tray of clean glasses.

Flint shrugged as he placed the tray on the bar next to Morwenna. “No idea. I found her like this this morning.” He began hanging the glasses up above the bar.

“She’s been like this all day?” Nyara asked.

“Well, she did make some of her Brewers Loaf,” Flint said. “But even then, she was in a Zen-like state.”

“I’ve simply found my peace with the unpredictable and ever-changing nature of the universe, and my place within it.”

The group all stared at Morwenna, apart from Flint, who was now stacking empty glasses left by the contestants.

“Do you think this is a clue?” Byron asked. “To the next trial.”

“Possibly,” Cassie said. “I would not mind a meditation trial. I could do with something more on the therapeutic side for this trial.”

“Sorry we’re late!” The tavern door opened and in walked Amelia, looking pristine in a long maxi dress and shawl. She looked as if she were going out to dinner at a fancy restaurant instead of a trial in the tavern. “Jerome took me to dinner, and we were so wrapped up in each other...” She held out her hand and Jerome took it as the tavern door closed behind them. “That we nearly forgot the message that the trial was starting an hour earlier.”

Cassie ground her teeth together. Why did she always feel like she had to announce everything to everyone within earshot?

Amelia looked up at Jerome with open adoration. Although Cassie could not tell if it was real or fake adoration. But it was vomit-inducing.

They glided into the room, and Amelia’s eyes widened as her eyes landed on Cassie.

“Are those dandelions!” Amelia gave a little laugh and her hand fluttered to her mouth. “How adorable.”

“Byron gave them to me,” Cassie said defensively.

“And there was me worrying that your relationship with Byron was fake,” Amelia said pointedly. “But how can it be when he gave you dandelions?”

“I like them,” Cassie replied, clutching them so tightly she would probably make them wilt.

“But Jerome tells me you love red roses,” Amelia replied with a frown. “Isn’t that what you were expecting when...”

“It’s time,” Morwenna’s soft voice echoed throughout the room. The pale coils of smoke flowed off her as she floated down from the bar and headed to the stairs, followed by the dwindling crowd of couples. When she reached the bottom stair, she kneeled and pulled at it. The first few steps lifted up like a heavy hatch door, revealing a second set of stairs that led down instead of up.

“How many secret doors are there in this place?” Stan asked as Morwenna began to head down, her arms crossed in front of her body, her hands tucked into the sleeves of her robe.

“I don’t know, but remember what happened last time we all went down a trapdoor into a hidden passageway.” Kengar placed a heavy hand on Stan’s shoulder.

“We all got blessings from the queen of a faraway land. If this is anything like that, this won’t be so bad,” Stan said excitedly.

“I guess you’re right, but that’s not what I meant.”

“Harry’s going to be disappointed he missed it this time,” Nyara giggled as they followed behind Morwenna.

“You know, dear.” Nancy appeared at Cassie’s side. “The dandelion might appear humble at first glance. But the entire plant is edible—roots, leaves, and flowers. The leaves are rich in vitamins A, C, and K, and are higher in iron than spinach,” she explained, gesturing to the dandelion like a teacher wielding a pointer. “You can add them to salads or brew the roots for tea. It’s quite detoxifying for the liver and can help with digestion.” She paused and fixed her gaze on Amelia. “But the most incredible thing about dandelions is that the sap from the stem can be used to soothe skin irritations and heal blisters.”

“Kengar picked me wildflowers when we started seeing each other,” Nyara said as she looked up at the massive orc with an adoring smile as he stepped ahead. “Roots and all.”

Cassie giggled. “Thank you, ladies.”

“You are welcome,” Nancy said as she glanced at Stan. “One thing I have learned in this life is that the quirky ones are often the best, most loyal men you can find.”

“Good luck.” Nyara hurried to Kengar, who was waiting for her halfway down the stairs, taking up so much space that no one could pass. As she slipped her hand into his massive one, he touched her cheek as if she were the most precious of blooms.

“Love comes in all shapes and sizes.” Nancy dug her hand into her pocket and pulled out a paper bag. “Butterscotch?”

“Thank you,” Cassie accepted the hard candy, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth. “See you on the other side.”

“Good luck,” Nancy said and looked around for Stan, who was talking to Flint at the top of the stairs. “Am I doing the trial alone?” Nancy’s voice boomed out across the bar.

“Coming.” Stan waved and hurried to join his partner.

“I’m sorry about the dandelions,” Byron said quietly as she joined him.

“I’m not,” Cassie said and stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

“I did not know about the red roses,” he continued.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Byron,” she said firmly.

He looked deep into her eyes and then said, “Then we won’t.”

“And that is why I love you,” she said and then froze as she realized the words had slipped out of her mouth unbidden.

“And I love you, Cassie,” Byron said and took her hand as they walked down the stairs and into a circular room below.

“Gather round, fellow bar-goers,” Morwenna said, beckoning them forward as she stood in the center of a stone floor. Beneath her feet was a large compass carved into the stone. Around the outside of the room were eight doors. “Today, you have only one simple task.” She paused and tried again. “Today you are appointed one simple task…no, doesn’t sound—okay, today, you have been given one simple duty. You must find your way back to the tavern.”

“From where?” Jerome asked.

“Life is a journey,” Morwenna went on, not answering Jerome’s question. “We should all learn to go with the flow and not fight our way upstream.”

“Is that a clue?” Stan asked from the bottom of the staircase.

“You should each choose a doorway.” Morwenna swept her arm around in a circle. “And keep in mind that waiver you signed two mere days ago as you do so.”

“Come, Jerome, let’s pick this one.” Amelia led Jerome by the hand to the door farthest away from the stairwell they entered by.

“Here we go again,” Stan complained as he and Nancy were last into the room and stood at the door next to them, nearest the entrance.

“What a strange room to have under the stairs,” Nancy looked over her shoulder at the room behind her. “I would love to meet the architect who designed this place.”

“I don’t think they exist,” Stan chuckled. “Oh look at that, ‘S’ for Stan.”

“I don’t think my brain can take any more puzzles,” Kengar said as he and Nyara chose the door to Stan and Nancy’s right.

“We’ll all be better prepared this time,” Byron said as he and Cassie stood on the other side of Kengar and Nyara.

“The time approaches,” Morwenna said in her calming voice as the doors opened all at once. “Remember, life is a journey. But it does have a destination. At least today.”

Cassie peered through their door, though whatever lay beyond was shrouded in a thick fog.

As they walked through the door, Byron glanced at Cassie and his smile beamed at her. But then he turned his head as Morwenna muttered something inaudible and his expression faltered.

Cassie glanced over her shoulder as Morwenna shoved her hand in her pocket and pulled out a scroll. She looked up and said something, but it was lost as the door closed behind them.

“What did she say?” Cassie asked as the fog evaporated, leaving them standing in a forest of tall, ancient trees. Only a little dappled sunlight filtered through the thick canopy, and the soft glow of the evening permeated the moss-covered trunks and boulders.

“She said she thought she’d forgotten to tell us something,” Byron said.

“Do you know what?” Cassie asked.

Panic filled Byron’s face as he looked down at her. “No magic of any sort allowed.”

“Okay.” Cassie nodded. “That’s okay. I don’t think my magic would help that much, anyway.”

“No, it’s not,” Byron said. “I can’t shift.”


Chapter Nineteen – Byron

“Okay, it’s okay,” Cassie soothed as she helped him sit on a moss-covered tree trunk. The door was gone. They were alone in the middle of nowhere.

“It’s like there’s a barrier between us.” Byron rested his head in his hands as he stared at the ground, fighting a wave of nausea.

“I’m sure that when we get back to the tavern, you’ll be back to normal.” Cassie sat down next to him and rubbed his back as if he were a lost, frightened child.

You are a lost, frightened child, his dragon told him.

Byron sucked in a deep breath. Thanks.

No, I mean, this was you before me, his dragon said. Before our first shift. But I’m still here. You are not alone.

“I’m okay.” He sat up straight and breathed in the scent of damp trees and the rich earth beneath his feet. “It was just a shock, that’s all.”

“Of course, it’s a shock,” Cassie said, still clutching the dandelions he’d picked for her on his way to the tavern this morning. “But the sooner we find the tavern, the sooner you will be reunited with your dragon.”

“You’re right.” Byron pushed himself to his feet. “All we have to do is figure out which way the tavern lies.”

“There was a compass. Beneath Morwenna’s feet, there was a compass. Did you see it?” Cassie asked as she tucked the flowers into her pocket.

How do I tell Cassie I was too busy looking at her to see anything else? Byron asked his dragon.

His dragon guffawed and puffed out a plume of smoke, but he had no answer.

“I didn’t get a good look at it,” Byron admitted.

“Okay.” Cassie dropped to her knees and scraped the fallen leaves and moss from the ground. Then she grabbed a handful of twigs, choosing the straightest to lie on the ground. “We walked into the room from here, where the stairs were.”

“Okay.” Byron closed his eyes for a moment as he conjured up a mental image of the room with the stone floor. “I think each compass point ended at one of the doors.”

“It makes sense,” Cassie said. “Although since this is The Lonely Tavern we’re talking about, that does not mean a lot.”

“True, it could just be symbolism, but it’s likely a clue. It seems a little bit of a coincidence that there were eight doors, one for each remaining couple, that corresponded with a compass point.”

“Seven,” Cassie replied, before thinking for a moment, and then she nodded. “No. You’re right, it was eight, since Amelia and Jerome arrived late.”

“And they were first into the room and went to the farthest door. Let’s say that’s north for now seems it was the farthest from the entrance, so we’d have all been facing that way when we first walked in.” Byron watched as she placed a stick on the ground. “Then Stan and Nancy were closest to the door. That would be south. Kengar and Nancy were to their right facing outwards, making that southwest, and then were west.”

“Unless Stan and Nancy were north, and Amelia and Jerome were south.” Cassie looked up at Byron. “Why didn’t we pay more attention?”

“Because we’re in love,” Byron said simply.

“Great, so the moment we stop being a fake relationship, we mess it up.” Cassie stood up and let the rest of the twigs in her hand drop to the ground.

“I think Stan and Nancy were south,” Byron said. “In fact, the more I think about it, the more I am sure.”

“Are you just saying that?” Cassie turned to face him.

“No, I heard Stan and Nancy talking about them standing on…” He cracked a grin.

“What?” Cassie asked.

“They were standing on their initial.” He looked at her until she shrugged.

“But they’re Stan and Nancy. North or South.” She shook her head. “Wait, who actually said it?”

“It was…‘S’ for Stan.” Byron chuckled. “So I’m going with south. This means we are west because we were two doors to their right when we were all facing our chosen doors. Which means we have to walk east.”

“And which way is east?” Cassie asked. “Oh, I know, isn’t there something about moss on trees?”

“No, that’s a myth,” Byron said. “Moss grows where it’s damp, which can sometimes mean on the north side of trees and boulders as it sees less of the sun, but there are so many factors that can…”

You made your point. Move on, his dragon told him in exasperation. If only we could shift, I could fly us out of here.

“Okay. How about moonlight shadows?” Cassie suggested as she looked up at the sky. “It’ll be dark soon and the moon will be out.”

“We don’t know where we are,” Byron said gently.

“I feel like that’s the point of the trial.” Her brow creased as she processed what he’d said. “You mean we don’t know where in the world we are.”

“Yes, we could assume we are still in Wishing Moon Bay,” Byron replied. “If we were, we could use the moon’s phase. It would be rising at eleven fifty-one...”

“I get it,” Cassie said. “And we might not even see moonlight shadows since these trees are so dense. I doubt whether we’d even get much of a view of the stars at all.”

“No.” Byron stared up at the sky. “Do you have a hairpin?”

“A hairpin?” Cassie reached up and plucked one out of her headscarf. “Like this?”

“Exactly.” Byron nodded and held his hand out for it. “Now we need a leaf and some water.”

“Right, well, I don’t have either of those on me.” She patted down her pockets. “But luckily I think we’re good for leaves.”

“I think you might be right,” he chuckled. “Let’s go find some water.”

“Are we just going to walk in any direction?” Cassie asked.

“No, we’re going to go downhill. It doesn’t have to be clean water, but water will pool in any lowland.”

“I was thinking more of a north, south, east, or west,” Cassie told him as they set off into the trees. It wasn’t exactly downhill, it was more of a steady decline, but they had to go somewhere.

“That will come later.”

“How do you know all this? I didn’t take you for a boy scout.” Cassie watched him, and Byron tried not to blush.

“I’m not, trust me. But lucky for us, Robbie is.”

“Robbie? Oh! The boy from Bella Incantesimo?” Cassie asked.

“The one and only. He wants to travel and explore the world when he’s older, so as a gift to him I helped him write The Young Explorer’s Handbook.” Byron chuckled at the memory. “Now, I didn’t have a clue about orienteering, but he was a real expert in it already.”

“We’ll have to buy that kid nothing short of a large amount of ice cream when we get back,” Cassie laughed. “Okay, what else would Robbie tell us to do?”

“Hmm.” Byron thought for a moment. “When it gets dark, it’s going to get very dark until the moon rises.”

“If the moon rises,” Cassie replied.

“If the moon rises,” he agreed. “And if it doesn’t, it’s going to be a long, dark night. So we should decide on a signal.”

“A signal.” Cassie followed him as the trees became closer together and they had to pick their way carefully over gnarled and twisted roots that tugged at their feet.

“A sound. Like a whistle or something,” Byron said. “So that if we get separated, we can find each other.”

“Like an owl hoot.” She cupped her hands around her mouth and hooted loudly.

“Like that,” Byron said. “And I’ll reply with a whistle like this.” He pursed his lips and gave a shrill whistle.

“That doesn’t sound like any bird I have ever heard,” Cassie said.

“It’s the woohoowoo bird from Stesia.”

Cassie giggled. “That what? Woohoo?”

“No, the woohoowoo bird.” Byron tried to sound deadly serious, but couldn’t stop himself from cracking into a grin.

“Now that is a good name for a bird,” Cassie said. “Do you think we are in Stesia?”

“We could be. I was talking to Kengar about how he came to Wishing Moon Bay and he said that he walked into the tavern in a place known as Myrithia. That’s several thousand miles away,” Byron said, reflexively lowering his voice as the night began to draw in.

The ground was now sloping downward more steeply. There was a good chance they might find a small pool or a creek. Or at least a puddle. He brushed his hand against a tree trunk. The moss was only lightly damp. It seemed there hadn’t been rainfall for some time.

“Thousands of miles away?” Cassie stopped walking. “That is just... That’s crazy!”

Byron stopped and turned to face her. “It does defy logic.”

“Logic!” Cassie cupped her face in her hands. “What if we don’t find our way back to the tavern? What if we’re stuck here? I have a store to run.”

“We’ll find it,” Byron assured her.

“But what if we’re walking in the wrong direction and the tavern leaves without us? It’s not going to wait forever, is it?” Cassie asked in an increasingly panicked tone.

“Shh!” Byron held up his finger to her.

“What?” she hissed.

“I think I can hear water.” He held out his hand to her. “Come on.”

She slipped her hand into his and he led her through the trees, stopping every few feet to listen. He wanted to rush down to try and get started putting the compass together. If they could at least get some sense of direction, they could begin making progress. He could feel the anxiety beginning to grip Cassie, but he wouldn’t let her fear. They would find their way back.

That’s water, his dragon said as the sound of running water grew louder. We did it.

We have a long way to go until we’re back in Wishing Moon Bay, Byron told his dragon.

But at least we’ll know that we’re heading in the right direction, his dragon answered.

Unless the compass on the floor had nothing to do with this, Byron said.

You really are a Debbie Downer, his dragon said.

I just want to be prepared for any eventuality, Byron said. But for now, this is the most logical plan. But we should not be so tunnel-visioned that we might miss a clue along the way.

“There.” Cassie pointed through the trees. “I see it.”

I don’t have my shifter senses, Byron told his dragon. If I did, I would have seen the water before Cassie. I feel like I’m half blind.

We’re going to have to stay sharp, his dragon said.

A loud crack echoed through the forest. It sounded like a tree had been uprooted, and they froze to the spot as they listened as it crashed down through the canopy before smashing into some distant ground.

“What was that?” Cassie crowded close to him.

“I don’t know,” Byron said. “But it’s not close.”

Yet, his dragon said. Maybe it’s a freaky doll.

It’s a good thing Cassie can’t hear you, Byron retorted. I wouldn’t want to run into any freaky doll that can topple trees over.

The sound faded quickly amongst the dense trees, and once silence reigned once again, they continued on.

It wasn’t much longer before they reached the water. A small spring babbled quietly amongst a rocky outcrop that stuck out from the moss. It was little more than a trickle, but it was enough.

“Do you think it’s safe to drink?” Cassie asked as she crouched down next to it.

“It should be safe.” Byron cupped his hand, scooped up the water and tasted it. “Minerally, but it tastes fine.”

“Good.” Cassie scooped up the water and drank, while Byron took the hairpin and pulled his money clip from his pocket.

“So, how does this work?” Cassie wiped her mouth and peered over his shoulder.

Byron began passing the hairpin over his money clip. “A compass works because it’s magnetic, and when the pin is allowed to move freely, it will align itself with the north and south poles. My money clip is magnetic, so passing your hairpin over it a few times will make the pin just magnetic enough.”

“And then when we float it on water, it will point us north! I think we owe Robbie more than ice cream.” Cassie stepped away and reached up and plucked a broad leaf from a low tree branch.

After passing the pin over his money clip some forty times, he passed it to Cassie before stooping down and scooping up water with his hands and holding it up.

“Now place the leaf on the water, and the hair pin on top.”

The leaf trembled on the surface of the water pooled in Byron’s hands, and Cassie gently laid the pin atop it. They both watched intently in the low light with held breaths as for a moment nothing happened, but then the leaf and pin began to slowly turn, before coming to rest once more.

“Did that work? It looked like it worked,” Cassie said.

“I think it did.” Byron looked up. “As long as I stroked the needle in the right direction, that should be north.”

They froze again as the squealing, rumbling sound of a tree being uprooted reached them again.

“Did it sound closer to you?” Cassie asked as she stared in the direction of the crashing sound.

“Hard to say.” Byron looked back down at the pin. “Now that we know which direction we need to go, we can move faster. East is that way.”

Byron felt his dragon coiling up within him, straining against whatever strange barrier lay between them. If only I could get out, there would be no need to run.

Unfortunately, this is the situation we have found ourselves in.

“I hoped we would be traveling in the opposite direction to whatever is out there.” Cassie gazed in the direction of the sound. “But it feels like we’re going to be moving parallel to it.”

“Then let’s move fast while we still have some light.” Byron cast a reproachful look at the sky above. Then he dismantled the leaf compass and tucked his money clip back in his pocket.

“Are we going to need these again?” Cassie asked as he handed the hair pin back to her.

“We are. Unless the tavern is very close by, we’ll have to check the direction often, so we need to keep an ear out for water.” He looked down at the trickle of a stream. “If only we had come prepared.”

“With a backpack filled with supplies,” Cassie said as she placed her hand on her stomach.

“We can look for food to forage as we go,” Byron said, trying to keep his tone upbeat.

“Have you written a handbook on foraging?” Cassie asked.

“No, but I have written several articles on the culinary uses for… What are you doing?” Byron asked as Cassie slipped off her headscarf and stuck it into the spring.

“We don’t know when we’re going to find water again. This won’t hold enough for us to drink, but we could probably squeeze out enough to use the compass again.” Cassie balled up her sodden bandana and placed it in her purse. “I’ll clean that out when we get home.”

“Good thinking.” He held out his hand to the shape of Cassie, not able to see her features anymore as the light faded.

They held tight to one another as they began to move. They held each other up as they tripped and stumbled over the rocks and roots, no longer able to see well enough, and Byron’s sense of which way was east was beginning to slip.

They both gasped and stopped at the sound of a branch snapping nearby.

“There’s something really close,” Cassie whispered.

“I’m sure it’s just a deer, or some sort of…”

A bellowing, deep grunting sound reverberated through trees.

“Run!” Byron hissed, and they both dashed forward.

They scrambled over the rugged ground, and as much as Byron tried to keep hold of Cassie, she slipped from his grasp. He ran on, trying to follow the direction she had been going, but he felt completely blind without his shifter sense, stumbling around in the darkness in search of her.

She can’t have gotten far! his dragon roared.

With this darkness, she could be right next to us, and we wouldn’t even know it. Bryon looked around frantically, panting, when he remembered another important piece of information that Robbie had given him.

“When lost, Mr. Byron, you gotta stay put. Most people will say ‘Of course, I know the way back’ and keep walking. But that’s sure to get you more lost than you already are.”

“Okay, Robbie,” Byron murmured to himself as he steadied his breathing. “I’m trusting you.”

He came to a stop and crouched low, peering into the darkness. It was eerily quiet, except for the soft call of nocturnal birds over their heads, and the occasional branch snapping. Whatever had made that noise was still close by.

He wanted to call out to Cassie, but if he spoke, it might draw over whatever creature was nearby.

The signal! his dragon yelled. Make it sound convincing and you won’t sound out of place.

Byron nodded and pursed his lips together.

Woohoowoo!

The shrill call sounded at home amongst the cries of the forest birds.

Byron stayed quiet, his heart pounding as he listened, hoping with all his heart that Cassie could hear him.

Then there came a soft hoot from right behind him.

Byron turned and whistled again.

Woohoowoo.

HooOOoo.

He crept forward toward the call, his outstretched hands falling on the rugged bark of a tree.

This was where the call was coming from, his dragon said, bemused.

Byron chewed his lip before he called quietly. “Cassie?”

“Right here.” Her voice came from right below him.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. The bond between him and Cassie transcended magic. He could feel her. He could sense her as if she were connected to him by some invisible thread.

He crouched down, and in a hollow in the tree, he could just about see Cassie’s face.

“Byron,” she whispered as she leaned forward and threw her arms around him.

“We need somewhere to hide until morning,” he told her.

“Well, I think I might have stumbled across or into the perfect place.” She shuffled back with his hand in hers. “It might be a bit of a squeeze, but at least we won’t lose each other in the dark.”

Byron crawled inside. The large tree was almost completely hollowed out, providing a space where they could both sit, albeit very close together. Not that Byron was going to complain.

“Do think it will be okay to wait?” Cassie asked. “Surely we’re on a time limit again.”

Byron shook his head. “No one’s going to be going far in a night this dark. We’ll be okay.”

As they squeezed inside, he wrapped his arm around her and held her close, taking comfort from the warmth of her body.

He only hoped without his dragon he could protect her from whatever was out there in the forest.


Chapter Twenty – Cassie

Cassie groaned as she opened her eyes. It took a moment to realize where she was, but the cramping of her muscles quickly helped her. “I can’t believe I slept.”

“Don’t worry,” Byron said. “I kept watch.”

“Did you hear anything else?” Cassie stretched her aching muscles. It was still dark, but the faint glow of dawn touched the tree tops.

“No.” Byron shook his head. “I think we should make a move.”

“You should have woken me sooner.” She stifled a yawn, longing for her nice, warm, comfortable bed.

“I was enjoying our first night together too much.” He flashed her a smile. “Although in my dreams, this was not where I pictured we would spend our first night together.”

“So you dream of me, hm?” Cassie snuggled closer to him. Maybe they could linger a little while longer.

“I have dreamed of you for as long as I can remember,” Byron said. “Of course, you had no face, because I hadn’t met you and didn’t know what you looked like.”

Cassie chuckled. “You say the sweetest things.”

“Are you teasing me?” Byron murmured as he dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

“Never,” she replied. “Okay, let’s go or I will be falling back to sleep.”

Byron wriggled out of the hollow tree and stood up, offering her his hand. “We should find water.”

“For the compass?” Cassie slipped her hand into his and he pulled her to her feet. “My headscarf should still be wet enough.”

“No, for us.” Byron chuckled, his large hand warm around hers. “We need to stay hydrated.”

Cassie stretched her arms above her head and twisted her hips from side to side. “So, do we just walk toward the sunrise now?”

“Yeah, we can use the sun for now, but it’s not going to be rising exactly east, as that only happens when it’s an equinox. We’ll have to check our bearings at some point.” Byron stared at the dawn sky, at least what was visible between the thick canopy of trees.

“Okay.” Cassie stared into the trees. “And we need to keep alert to whatever might be out there.”

“I sure do miss my shifter senses,” Byron admitted as they started to walk toward the rising sun.

“Maybe that’s the lesson.” Cassie held out her hands in front of her and tried to summon her magic, but there was nothing there. She could not tap into the source. “Not to take what we have for granted.”

“I’m sorry,” Byron said. “I was so wrapped up in myself I forgot you lost a part of yourself, too.”

“A not very good part,” Cassie reminded him. “Which is why we should walk faster if we want to win this thing.”

“Do you think this is the last trial?” Byron asked.

“I don’t know, but if it is, we need to be first past the post.” Her mouth turned down at the corners. “You shouldn’t have let me sleep.”

“I considered all the parameters and decided that you would function better if you were well rested,” Byron said as he increased his pace, striding through the trees.

Cassie had to practically jog to keep up with him. “All the parameters.”

“I’m being too analytical,” Byron said.

“You do get analytical when you’re stressed. But I think considering all the parameters is a good thing,” Cassie replied. “It makes us a more effective team.”

“We’re more than a team,” Byron replied, his voice low.

“Oh no, are you going to use the c word?” Cassie asked lightly.

“Couple, Cassie, we are a couple!” He grinned as he looked at her over his shoulder.

“I guess we are.” She smiled to herself as they pushed on through the forest that seemed to have no end.

As they walked, the faint glow of dawn gradually brightened into a full-blown sunrise, but they hardly seemed to notice. Byron kept his head down, adjusting his course through the trees, while Cassie focused on simply keeping up with him.

“Oh!” Byron stopped dead in his tracks and took several steps back.

“What?” she hissed as she nearly walked into his retreating back. Had they finally come across whatever was making those noises last night?

“We’ve reached the end of the forest.” Byron stepped back even farther. “And water.”

“That was not what I was expecting you to say from that reaction.” Cassie stepped past him gingerly and peered over the ledge down into a deep ravine, filled with rushing water far below.

“Me neither,” Byron laughed nervously, leaning back.

Cassie looked up to examine the vista spread before them. Just on the other side of the ravine was a land of gently rolling hills, casting soft shadows in the light of morning.

“There must be a way to cross,” she murmured, her eyes scanning the rocky landscape. “Seeing as this is a trial, there has to be an answer to every obstacle.”

Byron put his hands on his hips. “Or we go around.”

“Around?” Cassie asked. “That could take days.”

“It might not. If we head upstream.” Byron pointed to where the land rose above the trees. “That’s the source. We can follow the ravine to where it’s not as deep and find a suitable place to cross.”

“Or we try to cross here.” Cassie crept to the edge and looked down. “There might be a suitable route we can climb down, and then up the other side.”

“Too risky,” Byron said as he backed farther away from the edge. “We could get stranded down there.”

“Byron. We can do it,” Cassie said.

“What’s that?” Byron turned at the sound of something big crashing through the forest.

“I don’t think we are going to have a choice,” Cassie said. “We can’t risk…”

Farther along the ravine, a tree shuddered before tilting toward the ravine and began to fall, roots and all.

As the tree fell, a gigantic figure appeared where it had stood, his hands on his hips.

“Kengar?” Cassie said in disbelief when a disappointed cry rang out as the tree fell too short and tumbled into the ravine below.

“Perhaps he was the something big we heard in the forest last night,” Byron suggested. “It makes sense. We would all eventually converge to the same point, The Lonely Tavern. They took the door next to us, so I suppose it would make sense if we crossed paths…”

“I get it. Come on.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the orc.

“Are we sure this isn’t going to disqualify us from the competition?” Byron asked.

“Did Morwenna say there were any rules preventing us from teaming up?” Cassie asked as they crashed through the undergrowth. “Only that there was no magic.”

“AAARRRGHH!” A huge, green, hulking creature exploded out of the bushes in front of them with a roar, sending Cassie flying backward into Byron’s arm, but the bellowing quickly faded. “Oh. Cassie, Byron, it’s you.”

“It’s us,” Cassie said as she disentangled herself from Byron’s arms.

“Who did you think it was?” Byron asked warily.

“I don’t know.” Kengar glanced from side to side. “There was something else out there in the forest last night.”

“We thought the same thing,” Byron said lightly.

“You heard the whistling, too?” Kengar lowered his voice.

“Whistling?” Cassie asked and nudged Byron.

“Oh.” Byron pursed his lips and whistled.

Woohoowoo.

Kengar took a step back, horrified. “It was you? You were whistling in the forest last night?”

“Yes,” Byron said warily.

“Who does that?” Kengar asked.

“It was our signal,” Byron explained.

“Kengar, what are you doing?” Nyara appeared from behind Kengar, who had cut a trampled path through the undergrowth. “Oh, that’s great! Four heads might be better than two for getting across this ravine.

“Make that six.”

They looked up at Kengar as he turned and looked back into the forest.

“Six?” Cassie asked. If it was Jerome and Amelia, she would not be held responsible if they accidentally fell into the ravine.

“Hello there!” She breathed a sigh of relief as Stan’s cheery voice rang out.

“Hey, Stan. Nancy. How are you both?” Nyara asked with a smile at the familiar sight of the older couple.

“Could be better,” Nancy said, adjusting her hair. “I quite enjoyed our stay in nature in the cabin during the last trial, and I suppose the tavern heard me and decided I wanted more.”

“And as much as I do enjoy a good excursion, these old bones of mine don’t enjoy roughing it in the woods as much as they used to.” Stan stretched stiffly. “So, any luck with getting across this big old pit?”

“We’ve only just arrived,” Cassie said. “So not yet.”

“We’ve given it a good go, but we’re out of ideas for now.” Kengar rubbed one of his tusks idly.

“By that, Kengar means he pulled up the tallest tree he could lift and tried to lay it across the gap.” Nyara looked up at the orc. “But it’s just too far.”

“If only I had my magic,” Nancy grumbled. “I’d have had us across there quicker than a cat could wink.”

“It’s all right, Byron’s here,” Stan said cheerily. “He can just shift and hop us all across. You can shift, can’t you?”

Nancy clicked her tongue at Stan. “Don’t you think if he could shift, he’d already have found a way back to The Lonely Tavern by now?”

“No harm in asking. What in case he hadn’t thought of shifting?” Stan looked hopefully at Byron. “Shifting isn’t technically magic, is it? Or is it?”

Nancy opened her mouth to retort, but just shook her head instead.

“The tavern at least seems to think so.” Byron sighed. “I can’t shift. I don’t even have my shifter senses. I didn’t know you two were even close.”

Stan snapped his fingers. “Oh well. Suppose we’ll be doing this the old-fashioned way, then.”

Nyara put a finger to her chin. “I didn’t even know it was possible to just strip so many people of their magic like that. Let alone taking away a shifter’s ability to shift.”

“The tavern really is a powerful place.” Kengar nodded.

“So that brings us back to how we’re going to get across this ravine.” Cassie put her hands on her hips.

Nancy pinched the bridge of her nose. “Ugh, it’s so hard to think without either hours’ sleep or even a morning coffee.”

“And that’s why we are going to figure out how to get across this ravine and back to The Lonely Tavern,” Stan said, slipping his arm around Nancy. “And as a Regular in the tavern, I am going to demand Morwenna serves coffee. Or I’ll ask for that as our prize when we win.”

“My hero,” Nancy said, with only a sliver of irony.

“So, all that stands between us and coffee is that ravine.” Nyara turned around and raced back down the trail Kengar had cut through the trees with his vast body. “Ideas?”

The others glanced at one another before following. There had been no discussion, but it was obvious that if they wanted to get across the ravine, their best hope, and maybe their only hope, was to work together.

“Is there any way we can tie two or three tall trees together?” Cassie asked, turning her head to look up at the tall trees. “Did anyone see vines? We could use them as rope if we braid them together. Even if we don’t tie trees together, we could make a rope bridge across?”

“I haven’t seen any,” Stan replied as they reached the ravine. He gave out a low whistle as they stopped at the rocky ridge at the edge of the ravine. “Now that’s a nasty fall.”

“Kengar?” Cassie asked. “Since you are by far the tallest, can you see any vines, or anything resembling rope, that we could use?”

Kengar grabbed hold of the nearest tree and used it to steady himself as he stood on tiptoes and looked back into the forest. “No. Just moss.”

“Does anyone have any other ideas?” Stan stuck his thumbs into his belt and turned to face everyone.

Nyara drummed her fingers on her chin, squinting at the ravine. “What if we don’t cross it, but climb down and then up the other side?”

“We thought of that,” Cassie said, casting a sideways glance at Byron who had remained quiet through the discussion, standing well back from the ledge. “But we were worried we might get stuck down there.”

“Possibly.” Nyara shuffled to the very edge and stared down. “But if we work together…especially if we had some rope or something.”

“We could follow the ravine up some way.” Kengar pointed into the distance. “The ravine has got to narrow at some point. Then I’ll just knock down a tree, and we’ll cross over.”

“You think it narrows at all?” Nyara asked. “This thing looks massive.”

“Not to be impolite,” Stan began. “But would a tree hold a tall chap like you.”

“I’ll have you know I can be light-footed when I want to,” Kengar grumbled.

“I don’t know if I’d call ripping trees out of their roots light-footed. Or smashing down walls to escape prison, like last time,” Stan said.

“What would you rather I do?” Kengar raised one of his heavy eyebrows. “Build a bridge?”

“That’s what we have to do.”

Everyone turned to look at Byron.

“We’ve got a build a bridge.”

Kengar patted down the pockets of his denim coveralls. “Think I left my hammer and nails back at the farm.”

“No, we won’t need tools. We’re going to build a Da Vinci Bridge.”

“A what now?” Stan asked.

“A Da Vinci Bridge,” Byron repeated. “Kengar, we need a lot of straight branches, all roughly the same size.

“Certainly.” Kengar took a step back toward the trees. “And how do we build this...Da Vinci Bridge? With no tools.”

“Leonardo Da Vinci designed a self-supporting bridge that requires no nails or rope, just the right placement and pressure of the wooden pieces,” Byron explained. “We need to assemble it correctly, laying each branch so it supports the next. If done right, the weight of the crossing will reinforce the structure, not weaken it, and we can make it long enough to cross here.”

Cassie smiled as she looked at Byron’s face. She could see his brain working as he looked toward the gap they had to cross. He really was an encyclopedia of sorts.

“But will it hold all of us?” Nyara asked skeptically.

“If done correctly, it should. Just as the Pyramids of Giza have held up for millennia with only stone balanced against stone. The key is in the layout of the branches,” Byron said, stooping to sketch a crude drawing of the bridge in the mud as Kengar stomped into the forest.

Cassie peered over Byron’s shoulder, intrigued by his handiwork. She could see the arch of what would be a bridge made of interlocking sticks. “I think I see it, but can we trust it? It’s a long way to fall if it fails.”

“And it does look like a bunch of sticks,” Nancy said around a butterscotch.

Byron glanced at her, then back to his drawing. “It’s more than just sticks. You don’t need a lot of components to build something sturdy. It’s how you assemble them that truly matters. Da Vinci designed this to be used by armies during battle. Think about how much weight the bridge would have to hold then.” He looked up into Cassie’s eyes, smiling nervously. “Is everything okay?”

“Of course it is. You’re lecturing again,” Cassie said above the sound of Kengar snapping branches.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I love it when you talk like that about all these things you know about. It is a good thing my mate is smart, even when it comes to engineering.” Cassie bent to kiss his cheek.

“Oh, you told her!” Stan exclaimed.

“You knew?” Cassie asked. “That we are mates?”

Stan was sheepish. “We could see it. When the two of you are together, it’s obvious.”

“It wasn’t for me,” Cassie retorted.

“Are you sure, dear?” Nancy gave her a skeptical look.

Cassie considered her question for a moment. “I suppose it was there. I just didn’t believe there was anyone out there who would get me.”

“It’s a fear we all live with until we meet the right one,” Nyara said and looked to Kengar, who had a thick tree trunk in his hands, which he was stripping off smaller branches.

Kengar, upon hearing his name, looked up and met Nyara’s gaze. His eyes softened, and the corners of his mouth tugged upward in a small smile. And in that smile was profound love. The same love Cassie felt for Byron. Deep and everlasting. Something she never thought she would feel.

An hour later, with sore muscles and blistered hands, they had hauled what Byron thought was enough lumber toward the clear ground at the edge of the ravine. Byron guided them in the construction.

It started with two branches laid on the floor parallel to each other, a few feet apart, with a third being placed across them both and a fourth beneath them. Two more branches were then slotted through the gap, creating an interlocking structure, and they repeated this process until they had a long construction of branches that mostly resembled a bridge spanning the width of the ravine.

Byron stood back and wiped the sweat from his brow, admiring their collective handiwork with a critical eye. “It’s not perfect by any means—the wood is uneven in places and the weight of our bodies…”

“Will hold it in place?” Cassie cut in. “It’s self-supporting, right?”

“Yes.” Byron bit his lips nervously.

“We can cross together.” Cassie placed her hand on his shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“I…don’t know if I can.” Byron looked at her apologetically. “I can’t even get within a few feet of the ledge. It’s like there’s a physical block stopping me.”

Cassie watched after him with a wry smile as he walked away, back toward the tree line.

“Nancy?” Cassie went to the older fae woman who was putting her sweater back on before she lifted her purse over her head and threaded one arm through the strap. Somehow, despite the rough sleeping and manual labor, she still looked polished with barely a speck of dirt on her. “Do you have any butterscotch left?”

“I have a couple,” Nancy confirmed as she pulled a paper bag from her purse. “Do you want one?”

“No, but Byron does.” She glanced over at her mate before she lowered her voice. “I need you to follow my lead.”

“All right...” Nancy gave Cassie a skeptical look.

“I need you to pretend that these sweets hold magic,” Cassie explained.

“But there’s no…”

Cassie led her over to where Byron was standing.

“I’ll go around while you all cross the ravine,” Byron said. “I think only one of us has to make it back. I’ll move fast on my own…”

“Nancy has something that will help with your fear of heights,” Cassie told him.

“She does?” Byron asked.

“Yes, these butterscotch contain magic,” Cassie explained.

“There’s no magic,” Byron said with a questioning look.

“Ah, yes,” Nancy began, and Cassie was thankful that she had caught on. “But this is fae magic. It’s contained within the very essence of the candy. Not so easily removed. If you suck on one, the magic will be released, and you will conquer your fear.”

Nancy thrust the bag of candy toward Byron, who reached inside and took out one of the golden wrappers. He looked at it skeptically for a moment, then back to Cassie and Nancy.

Nancy leaned in and said, “I brought them after the escape room incident.”

“Escape room incident?” Byron asked as he unwrapped the candy.

“Stan has a fear of enclosed spaces,” Nancy explained. “He got trapped in the bathroom once and couldn’t get out for hours. He said it was...quite an ordeal.” She glanced at Cassie, who nodded in agreement. “It’s scarred him for life. But he doesn’t like to talk about it.”

Byron frowned as he held the golden candy betwixt his fingers. He looked toward the ravine, a clear sense of trepidation etched onto his face as he watched the sharp drops and rocky outcrops beneath. He gulped audibly, tightening his grip on the butterscotch candy in his hands.

“I...I suppose it can’t hurt to try,” he finally conceded. “If you’re sure these are still potent.”

“Of course they are.” Nancy waved him off. “It was fae magic that got the tavern drunk some time ago and caused all sorts of havoc. These definitely still have their magic.”

Byron’s jaw tensed. “All right.” And with that, he popped the candy into his mouth.

“Okay, let’s go. While the magic is working,” Nancy ordered and hooked her arm under Byron’s elbow.

As they reached the Da Vinci Bridge, Byron looked across the expanse and then placed one foot on it, then another.

There was no magic at work here. Only a man conquering his fears.

She had a lot to learn from this man who called her mate, and so she hoped to teach him something as well—that he was stronger than he thought.


Chapter Twenty-One – Byron

Look straight ahead, his dragon told him. That’s it, halfway there. Just imagine you are with me. We are soaring above the ravine on outstretched wings.

Byron did as his dragon advised and kept looking straight ahead as he reached the pinnacle of the bridge and crawled down the other side, hand over hand.

He’d known there was no magic in the candy Nancy had given him, and even if hadn’t realized, it would have been abundantly clear by now as he hung over the precipice with his heart pounding at a million beats per minute.

But he had seen the look on Cassie’s face when he said that he’d catch up with her. They both knew that this was a couples’ competition and if they didn’t finish together, they likely would fail.

He would not let his fear control him.

It wasn’t that he was worried about Cassie leaving him if they failed the competition. She would understand, even if they dropped out because of him.

He simply couldn’t bear to see her disappointed, especially not in him.

My life-changing and sagely knowledge is to keep moving. Don’t stop and look straight ahead, his dragon said. That’s it, we’re nearly there.

The branches were rough beneath his hands, and creaked slightly as he moved, quickening his breath every time. He could hear the rush of water in the ravine below, and the way it echoed through the vast canyon made him feel sick. Steadfastly, he refused to look down at the flowing water, even though it seemed to call his name.

And then his hands touched rock as he reached the other side of the ravine, and he took a deep breath. He’d done it.

And not just the crossing. He had been the first to go to make sure that his bridge held. If anyone was going to fall, it would have been him.

But luckily it didn’t come to that, his dragon said. Because I would not be able to save us if we fell.

He crawled away from the edge and then stood up and turned around to watch Cassie and Nancy as they reached the end of the bridge. Behind him came Stan and Nyara, while Kengar waited on the farther side of the bridge for the rest of the group to cross.

Will it hold? his dragon asked.

I believe it will, Byron said as Kengar stepped onto the bridge, and it dipped slightly.

“On your hands and knees,” Byron called out. “It’ll spread your weight.”

They all gathered around and watched as Kengar made the perilous journey across the bridge. Cassie huddled close to Byron, while Nyara half covered her face, afraid to watch but unable to look away.

“Halfway there,” Stan called out as Kengar reached the middle of the bridge. It creaked ominously under his weight, yet Kengar was unflinchingly steady, inching forward with a measured calm that was almost surreal.

“He’ll make it,” Cassie whispered, her hand finding Byron’s, her fingers lacing with his. And despite all the danger and uncertainty, Byron felt a thrill of warmth and reassurance at her touch.

Kengar kept moving, his eyes fixed on Nyara, who watched in silence, her breath hitching each time the bridge shifted under Kengar’s weight.

“Nearly there, buddy,” Stan encouraged as the group stepped back to allow Kengar room.

They all breathed a sigh of relief as Kengar planted his wide hands on the solid stone of the ledge, followed by the rest of his body. As he stood upright, Nyara dashed forward and flung her arms out to him. Kengar gathered her in his arms and kissed her face.

“Piece of pie,” he murmured.

Nyara burst into laughter, but there were sobs of relief mixed in there, too. Relief they all shared as they turned away from the bridge and looked across the gently rolling hills and plains before them. A much more pleasant sight beneath the noon sun than the dark forest and craggy ravine they had just dealt with.

“So.” Stan hooked his thumbs into his belt. “Which way are we thinking?”

“By the fact that we’ve all met up, I’m assuming that everyone else has decided that east is the direction we need to go?” Byron looked around to a group of nods.

“Is your scarf still wet?” Bryon asked Cassie.

She pulled out of her handbag her headscarf, which dripped water still. Byron cupped his hands, and she wrung it out over them, before constructing the compass as they had before.

“Now there’s a clever idea.” Stan leaned over Byron’s shoulder to watch.

“We were just going to follow the sunrise.” Kengar shielded his eyes and looked up at the high sun. “But it’s a bit hard to figure out which way is east when the sun’s high.”

“This is just a little bit more accurate.” Byron took note of which way the needle was pointing. Toward a tall peak in the distance that had been hidden the previous night by the trees. It would be much easier to keep track of direction now.

“Let’s get moving then,” Nancy commanded. “We took some time building that bridge, so there’s no telling how many people have made it back to the tavern yet.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Stan saluted with a crooked grin before they all started moving.

It was much nicer walking in the sunlight over the gentle landscape. Byron could almost forget the anxiety of the previous night—stumbling around in the dark, losing Cassie, if only for a brief moment, and the terrifying noises that only turned out to be Kengar. It almost seemed comical in the daytime, and as they walked as a group, he could almost believe that they had just gone for a friendly stroll through the countryside.

Byron led the way, keeping track of the landmark he had picked out. Cassie walked beside him, and they kept to a comfortable pace…and a comfortable silence. He could hear Stan and Nancy, and Kengar and Nyara talking amongst themselves, laughing about being on an adventure once again.

Reach out to her, his dragon demanded. At least hold her hand.

I don’t know if she’s comfortable with that yet. Byron glanced at Cassie out of the corner of his eye.

What are you talking about? his dragon exclaimed.

Well, it’s just… Byron glanced at the others behind him. I don’t know. Just being coupley in front of other people. It was different when it was ‘fake.’ It just feels like sharing something intimate with the rest of the world.

His dragon just shook his head. All right, fine. But if she reacts badly, it’s on you.

Byron looked at Cassie and reached out his hand, gently taking her hand in his. She looked down at their hands and then up into his eyes and smiled at him. Byron felt his heart skip a beat, as it seemed to every time he saw that beautiful smile.

See? his dragon said smugly.

“Oh, Jemila berries.” Nyara darted past them and stooped at a bush holding large, bright blue berries.

“Are you sure, dear?” Nancy asked. “Jemila berries only grow on the Dorret Isles.” She joined Nyara and plucked a berry off the bush and smelled it. Then she licked it before she took a small bite. “Fair enough. Jemila berries for sure.”

“So, that means we’re on the Dorret Isles,” Byron said.

That’s a long way from home, his dragon said.

Then we’d better find the tavern, Byron answered, wishing not for the first time that he had his shifter senses.

The group stopped to gather berries from the few bushes and ate their fill of the tangy berries before they set off once again. The Jemila berries were refreshing, and energizing, but they had been going for some time, and Byron’s mind began to turn to the meatball sandwich he would order from Bella Incantesimo once they made it back to town. In fact, he might even order two.

Everyone else seemed to be flagging as well, and the sun was beginning to sink behind them, casting their shadows which they followed as they trudged onward, up a gentle incline.

Kengar suddenly stopped. “I hear something.” His ears twitched slightly as they stayed quiet. “There. Hear that?”

Byron pursed his lips. All he heard was distant birdsong. He felt so restricted without his shifter senses.

“No, sound must carry differently up there,” Nancy said, looking up at Kengar. “Can you tell us what kind of a something you heard?”

“It’s…I don’t really know how to describe it. It’s like a squawk… no, more of a screech?” He screwed up his face. “Whatever it is, it sets me on edge. But it’s also…oddly compelling.” Kengar smacked his lips together. “I’m suddenly quite thirsty.”

“A thirst that feels like it can only be quenched by something hoppy, and also perhaps yeasty?” Cassie raised an eyebrow.

Kengar nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m craving right now.”

“Morwenna!” Stan’s expression brightened. “I’ve never been so happy to hear that name. And I will never be happier than when I heard her sarcastic voice chiding Flint. It seems she’s not Zen anymore.”

“Let’s pick up the pace, then.” Nancy pointed forward as if leading a cavalry charge.

Kengar led the way up the rise as if being led by some unseen force.

“I hear her!” Stan said happily before he winced. “Oh, it’s so grating.”

They reached the top of the hill and looked down into a wildflower meadow, and sure enough, there stood the tavern.

It was odd seeing the whole building out in the open on its own. It really did look like it belonged on the road between two medieval villages, with its stone walls built over with aged timber and white-washed panels.

How on earth does that fit down that little alleyway? Byron asked.

His dragon shrugged his wings. I feel we should learn to stop asking questions about that place.

“There’s people already here,” Kengar said.

Byron squinted his eyes. Sure enough, there were two people outside of the tavern. One was close to the wall, while another, large figure stood to one side hitting…a rug?

“That’s them,” Cassie said. “Morwenna and Flint.”

“Well, let’s go and say hello.” Nyara reached up to take Kengar’s hand and led them toward the tavern, the others having to jog to keep up with him.

“Whose idea was it to spring clean while we wait?” Morwenna asked Flint as she polished the tavern’s windows.

“Yours,” Flint replied as he beat a carpet hung from a makeshift line, huge clouds of dust billowing out with every hit.

“And why didn’t you talk me out of it?” Morwenna asked as she stood back to admire her handiwork. “My, that’s shiny.”

“Because you said ‘nothing, and I repeat, nothing is going to change my mind. So don’t waste your breath trying’,” Flint said, imitating Morwenna’s voice.

“And since when did you ever listen to what I say?” Morwenna said as she stepped forward and scrubbed at an invisible smear on the window, oblivious to the fact she was being watched.

“Since you promised me two days off if we get this done before we return to Wishing Moon Bay.” Flint coughed and waved away the dust.

“That doesn’t sound like something I’d say. I’m more of a stick gal than a carrot gal.”

“Maybe you were having an off day.” Flint looked up as the group slowed their jog, wading cautiously through the flowers. “Hey! You made it! Looks like the first competitors are back.”

“Good, they can help with the spring clean.” Morwenna turned around, putting her hands on her hips when she saw them. “There’s an awful lot of you. Did you use teamwork?”

“Would it matter if we did?” Stan asked warily.

“Flint, what did it say in the terms and conditions?” Morwenna asked.

“Nothing about teamwork,” Flint replied and winked as he came to meet them. “You all look as if you could do with a drink.”

“Coffee,” Stan said, casting a belligerent look at Morwenna. “We need coffee. It’s been a long morning.”

“Morning? It’s nearly five P.M. That’s beer time. Besides, haven’t we had this conversation already?” Morwenna narrowed her eyes at Stan. “Now, we could stand out here discussing it, or you could go and eat the meal I prepared for you.”

“You prepared us a meal?” Stan asked with wide eyes.

“In a supervisory manner,” Morwenna said as she went into the tavern. “Oh, dim interior, I have missed you. There is only so much sunlight and fresh pine forest scent a witch can take.”

“Oh wow, we’re not the first to make it back.” Cassie spotted a couple seated in a corner. They looked tired, but not that disheveled as if they hadn’t been outdoors.

“Not at all.” Morwenna glanced up. “They’re the last ones out of the escape rooms. And I’ve just told them what their tab is.”

“In that case, I guess we’re the first to make it back,” Cassie said.

“Teamwork for the win,” Nyara said happily.

“Come on, I’m starving,” Kengar said and strode forward, then stopped. “Who is going in first?”

“What do you mean?” Stan asked.

“Whoever steps in the door first might be the winner,” Nyara said.

“If this is the last trial in the competition,” Cassie murmured and looked up at Byron.

“You should go.” Nyara nodded at Cassie. “You and Byron. Since if it was not for Byron’s Da Vinci bridge, we would still be stuck on the other side of the ravine.”

“But if it wasn’t for Kengar, we would still be trying to gather the branches for the bridge,” Byron said magnanimously, offering Kengar a nod of acknowledgment.

“Vote,” Nancy said. “Before we all starve.”

“Vote,” Nyara agreed. “All those in favor of Byron and Cassie.” She stuck up her hand and so did Kengar, Nancy, and Stan.

“Go.” Kengar gave Byron a gentle nudge, which sent him stumbling forward. “Sorry,” the orc said with a tusky grin. “But be quick. I think I can hear more people approaching.”

Byron grabbed Cassie’s hand, and they hurried toward the tavern door, followed by Kengar and Nyara, with Nancy and Stan at the rear. Once inside, the smell of freshly baked bread made his mouth water. As he inhaled deeply, he also caught the aroma of roasted meats and plenty of herbs and spices.

“Sit, sit.” Morwenna directed them to a table as she bustled about the place, fetching a pitcher of beer and gathering plates. “Ah, our next couple. That means we are halfway there.”

Byron glanced toward the door to see a weary-looking couple that he vaguely recognized, but his attention was quickly captured by the bowl of stew Flint placed in front of him. He grabbed a thick chunk of bread and bit into it, savoring the warm, yeasty flavor, then used the remaining piece to soak up the rich broth of the hearty stew. Cassie watched him in amusement, a small smile playing about her lips.

“Hungry?” she asked.

“Famished,” Byron replied between mouthfuls.

“A man after my own heart,” Kengar said as he picked up the rest of the uncut loaf and tore off a hunk.

“Another couple,” Nyara said as two more people walked in, looking dirty and disheveled, but now relieved. “That’s five. Three more.”

“This was a lot closer than I was expecting it to be,” Nancy said. “We almost weren’t the first ones here.”

“Isn’t one of the remaining couples those friends of yours, Cassie?” Stan asked.

“Friends of mine?” Cassie furrowed her brow.

“Yes, the fellow who came over to talk to you during the first trial,” Stan added.

“Oh. You mean Jerome and Amelia.” Cassie shook her head. “They are not my friends.”

“Really?” Stan asked. “Only, Jerome, is it? You two looked as if you knew each other. And then earlier today… Yesterday, the way Amelia talked to you about the dandelions, I figured you must know each other.”

Nancy wrinkled her forehead. “My dear, naïve Stan. Just because they know each other does not mean that they are friends.” She gave Stan a pointed look.

“Oh.” Stan nodded slowly. “So does this mean we are rooting for them to be last? Or not make it back here at all?”

We sure are, Byron’s dragon said with a puff of smoke.

I would not be disappointed if they were out of the competition and out of our lives forever, Byron said.

He looked down into his stew. He didn’t know what happened between Cassie and those two and tried not to be vindictive on her part. He would not wish ill will on them, and he didn’t think Cassie did either…not too much, anyway.

“It’s all in the hands of the tavern,” Morwenna said as she placed tankards on the table and filled them from the pitcher of beer.

“Is this bread beer?” Stan asked with a faint grimace.

“No. Seems it’s a special occasion. Flint has persuaded me to provide a special beverage,” Morwenna said. “You’ll have to make do with HoneyClaw Beer.”

“Pity,” Stan said, greedily taking a drink and his eyes lit up. “Oh, that’s really…” He caught Morwenna’s eye. “Not bread beer.”

“Well, since it’s free, I don’t expect to hear any complaints,” Morwenna said huffily. “Especially seeing as it’s your nephew’s beer.”

“No complaints from me,” Stan murmured as he grinned at Flint, who was chuckling to himself from behind the bar. “That nephew of mine really does know his beers.”

“If you have time to smirk like that, Flint, then you are not working hard enough,” Morwenna snapped, turning to glare at the bartender.

Flint jumped quickly, busying himself with drying a set of freshly washed glasses. “You do know I have been working for nearly twenty-four hours straight.”

“So that wasn’t you I heard snoring last night when you were supposed to be on lookout?” Morwenna retorted.

“Nope, must have been the wind,” Flint said easily. “Look at that, another couple.”

Jerome, Byron’s dragon ground out.

He looks like he’s been dragged through a hedge backward. Then forward and then backward again, Byron said.

“Flint? Did you file away those waivers?” Morwenna asked as Amelia appeared behind Jerome.

“I did,” Flint said as he came around the bar to meet the two bedraggled newcomers. “Welcome back, you two

“Good, because I think we might need them.” Morwenna looked Jerome and Amelia up and down.

“Is this some kind of a joke?” Amelia spat. “Do you know what happened to us out there?”

“No…” Morwenna said.

“Look at my dress.” Amelia held out her hands.

“Wasn’t it longer?” Stan asked. “And I don’t recall all the sticks and mud.”

“Yes, it was longer!” Amelia cried. “But it got snagged when we had to battle through a briar bush. As for my shoes! They are ruined!” She took a breath. “I have blisters on my blisters. Did you not think to give people a dress code before this trial? A list of necessary items?”

“It’s not my fault you did not wear sensible shoes,” Morwenna told Amelia. “One should always remember the first rule of the tavern—‘if you spill a drink, it shall always be directly onto someone else’s lap.’”

“What does that have to do with anything? And what about my dress?” Amelia said as she tugged at the tattered fabric.

“Do I take it you want to withdraw from the competition?” Morwenna asked. “As I can’t guarantee the next trial will be any better.”

Amelia opened and closed her mouth several times before she found the word. “No.”

“You know,” Nancy said as she leaned closer to Cassie. “It’s a pity that man of hers never gave her dandelions. Maybe you could offer her some of yours for her blisters.”

Cassie smiled and picked up her beer glass. “Here’s to teamwork. And dandelions.”

Byron flashed her a smile. But right now, he didn’t want to be part of a team. He wanted to spend time with his mate.

As a couple. Alone.


Chapter Twenty-Two – Cassie

“Another successful trial,” Cassie said as she and Byron walked hand in hand back to The Fickle Cauldron. It was late afternoon, and Wishing Moon Bay was filled with people going about their business, but she only had eyes for Byron.

They had started this competition as strangers, but over the course of the trials, they had grown closer. Helped, of course, by the fact they were mates. There was no telling how much that soul-deep connection was responsible for the way they felt for each other.

But Cassie liked to think that even if they were not connected by some invisible bond, if he were not a dragon shifter, they would still have found each other and fallen in love.

“How many more do you think there are?” Byron looked troubled for a moment, but then his expression cleared.

“Have you grown tired of competing with me by your side?” Cassie asked.

“No.” Byron squeezed her hand and smiled, but she was sure he was holding something back. Something important. “Never.”

“Well, I would like it over so I can receive my life-changing, sagely advice,” Cassie said as they reached the store, and she unlocked the door.

The store had remained closed all day since Cassie had not realized they would be doing an all-nighter challenge. She could open it for a couple of hours now, but she would rather go upstairs with Byron…

And have coffee.

She unlocked the store door and went inside. Coffee was the last thing on her mind.

There, she’d admitted it. She would rather go up to her apartment above the store and spend the rest of the day in Byron’s arms.

She yawned.

“You need to sleep,” Byron said.

“Come with me.” She took hold of his hand and drew him inside the store.

“All right,” he whispered. His eyes were hesitant, but he allowed her to lead him through the dimly lit shop with its weird and wonderful magically malfunctioning items.

She could feel Byron’s gaze on her back as they climbed the narrow stairs leading to her apartment.

As they entered, she turned to face him. His eyes were fixed on her with an intensity that made her breath hitch in her chest. She moved closer, reaching up to touch the side of his face. He burned hot beneath her fingers, a reminder of the beast that lay beneath his human facade.

“I want you to stay,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Byron’s gaze darkened, and he cupped her cheek with his warm hand. He was silent for a long moment before finally responding.

“I’ll stay,” he said, his voice raspy, as though the words were scraped from the bottom of his throat. “If that is what you want.”

Cassie ducked her head as color crept across her cheeks. “It’s not what I want. It’s what I need.” She raised her eyes to meet his. “I need you, Byron.”

“And I need you, Cassie. More than life itself.” He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, his lips capturing hers in a searing kiss.

She curled her hands around the fabric of his waistcoat and leaned into him. Her body ached for him.

But they’d been out all night, and she smelled of musty, damp earth and sweat.

Cassie wrinkled her nose and pulled away. “I need a shower.” Byron stood still, transfixed, as she headed along the hallway and opened the bathroom door. “Coming?”

Byron cracked a smile. “Are you insinuating that I need a shower?”

“I was hoping you might help me scrub back.” Her cheeks flamed red as she added, “And other places.”

Byron raised one eyebrow, and she turned away, suddenly shy. But he caught her hand, tugging her back toward him.

“Then I guess we should get started.” His smile deepened as he captured her lips once more.

She ran her hands across his chest, her fingertips stroking him through the fabric of his waistcoat. Then, one by one, she unbuttoned it. As the garment fell open, she slipped her hands inside. His skin was hot to the touch, and he moaned softly as she slid her hand down his muscled chest.

His shirt was next. As she unbuttoned it, he kissed her jawline and down her neck, his breath caressing her sensitive skin. She arched her back, her breathing ragged and shallow as she lost herself in the moment.

Then she dipped her head and nuzzled his chest, licking and teasing his nipples until they pebbled beneath her tongue. His moan grew louder as he tugged at her shirt.

She stepped back, glancing down at his chest, and then up into his eyes. She smiled. “I thought you were supposed to be helping me wash?”

Byron chuckled softly. “You are distracting me.”

She turned and flicked on the shower before reaching to unbutton her jeans. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Byron chuckled again and hurried to follow suit. He stripped off his clothes, dropping them on the floor before reaching for her. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her flush against him, his hardness pressing into her thigh.

He stroked her hair and tilted her face up to his, their lips meeting in another passionate kiss. She clung to him, feeling every inch of her body respond to his touch.

As he led her into the shower, the warm water cascading over them, she sighed with pleasure. He reached for a bar of soap and rubbed it between his hands, forming a lather. Then he worked it over her shoulders and back.

She closed her eyes as he massaged her sore muscles. His hands were strong and capable, and she relaxed into his touch.

As he moved around to her front, his hands swept up over her breasts, and then down her stomach. His fingers stroked between her thighs, teasing her flesh, making her shudder with desire.

She bit her lip. Her eyes locked on his as he sank to his knees. He lifted her leg over his shoulder, parting her folds with his fingers. And then his mouth found her.

His tongue was gentle and playful, caressing her soft skin and then thrusting inside her, filling her with liquid heat. She gasped and cried out, her hips rocking against him.

She placed a hand on his head, holding him steady as she rocked faster and faster. She felt her release building, coiling like a spring inside her, waiting to be set free.

She whimpered his name as she came, her body shaking, her heart thundering in her chest.

Byron held her tight, his fingers digging into her hip, his lips pressed against her throbbing pulse point.

As her climax receded, she sagged against him. She dropped to her knees and kissed him fiercely. She was his. He was hers. Fate had decided for them, and she was not going to complain. Not one bit.

As the hot water trickled over them, she leaned back, her breathing heavy. “We should probably finish cleaning up,” she whispered.

“Probably,” Byron said with a grin. “I’m ready for bed.”

“Bed?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, bed.” Byron helped her up and reached for the soap. “I want to lay you down and make love to you properly. Without the shower spraying in my eyes.”

She giggled as he lathered up the soap and ran his soapy hands over her body. She returned the favor, running her fingers over his chiseled abs and around his muscular arms.

She couldn’t resist reaching lower and curling her hand around his hardness, stroking him gently as he moaned into her neck.

“You drive me wild.” He pressed her up against the wall, kissing her as his fingers slid inside her, drawing a gasp from her lips.

“Show me,” she dared.

He pulled back, his eyes dark and intense. “If you insist,” he growled. “Bed.”

“If you insist.” Cassie smiled and followed him out of the shower, snagging a towel from the rack and wrapping it around her wet hair.

Still naked, they made their way through to her bedroom, neither of them bothering to dress.

Byron lay her down on the bed and settled above her. His weight pressed her into the mattress, making her feel secure and safe.

She looked up at him, her heart melting at the look of tenderness and love in his eyes.

He kissed her forehead and down her neck, his fingers tracing her skin, his touch featherlight.

She reached up and ran her fingers through his damp hair, his breath warming her skin as he traced a path to her nipple with his tongue.

She arched her back, a groan of pleasure escaping her lips as he suckled her. His tongue rolled over her, sending shivers of pleasure down her spine.

He shifted, his lips trailing down to her stomach, his tongue tracing patterns across her skin. “You are beautiful,” he murmured against her bare skin. His voice was husky, full of desire and tenderness.

Then he moved farther down, his lips leaving a trail of fire as they drifted over her stomach and down her thighs.

She tensed with anticipation as he positioned himself between her legs. He paused to look up at her, his gaze searing into hers.

Then he parted her folds, his tongue finding her sweet spot and teasing her until she thought she might explode. Slowly, leisurely, he explored her, his motions unhurried, as if he had all eternity to know her. His tongue danced over her sensitive flesh, teasing her until she was writhing in delight beneath him. The world narrowed to just them—the feel of his warm mouth on her, his hands gently holding her open for his ministrations, the electrifying flood of sensations coursing through her veins.

“Byron,” she moaned, and he hummed in response, the vibrations intensifying the pleasure coursing through her. He lifted her legs over his shoulders, bringing her closer, going deeper. She gripped the sheets, her back arching as she gave herself up to him, letting him take control.

Her orgasm hit her with a rush, making her cry out as she spasmed and bucked against him.

As her climax receded, Byron sat up. She knew what was coming next, and she ached for him.

“Kneel for me,” he commanded softly.

Cassie obeyed, rolling onto her hands and knees. She felt him move behind her, and then he slipped his fingers inside her. She gasped with delight, pushing back against him, desperate for more. And he gave her more, probing further, his pace relentless as she felt herself teetering on the edge once more. His fingers curled within her, stroking that sweet spot and drawing another cry of pleasure from her lips.

Suddenly, he paused, his fingers still buried within her. “Are you ready?” he asked, his voice rough with desire.

She could only nod, her breath caught in her throat. He withdrew his fingers slowly, and she whimpered at the loss, feeling empty. But then he was there, pressing his hardness against her.

Byron guided her, moving his hands to her hips and adjusting her until he was right where he wanted to be.

She trembled with anticipation as he entered her slowly, filling her completely.

She groaned his name, her breath catching in her throat as he began to thrust. His movements were slow and steady, each one driving her closer to the edge.

She pushed back against him, urging him to go deeper, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

He took her slowly, reaching around her to rub his palm across her nipples. The sensation was electric, and she moaned, rocking back against him harder.

He cupped her breast, squeezing it gently before he tweaked her nipple between his finger and thumb, sending shockwaves through her body.

She could feel her release building once more, and she rocked back harder, taking him as deep as she could. He moved his hand from her hip and slipped it between her legs, finding the sensitive bud of nerves and circling it with his fingers.

She was teetering on the edge, the pleasure building as her walls clenched around him, her body begging for release. He kept a steady rhythm, pushing into her over and over again as his fingers worked their magic.

“Byron,” she gasped, her fingers digging into the sheets beneath them.

“Yes, Cassie,” he murmured, as with one last thrust, he exploded inside her, his hot seed filling her as she came, her body shaking with the intensity of her climax.

As the last wave of pleasure subsided, Byron collapsed beside her, pulling her into his arms. She nestled her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat.

“Shall I make you something to eat?” he whispered against her ear.

“No, I want to stay right here. Like this.” She closed her eyes as he stroked her skin, exploring every inch of her body.

And her body responded, ready to be claimed by this man again. And again.


Chapter Twenty-Three – Byron

Byron held her in his arms as sleep eluded him. He didn’t want to let go of this reality, afraid that he would wake up and find this all a dream.

It’s no dream, his dragon said happily. And it’s not fake either. Not to Cassie. Not anymore.

No, this is very, very real, Byron agreed as he listened to the soft rise and fall of Cassie’s chest.

Someone is coming, his dragon said, suddenly alert.

It’s just someone passing on the street, Byron murmured, finally feeling the soft grip of slumber.

No, he’s coming to the store, Byron’s dragon said, his hackles raised like a fearsome guard dog. Byron bolted upright, the sudden movement jostling Cassie awake.

“What is it?” she asked, her voice still heavy with sleep even as her eyes darted around the darkened room.

Before he could reply, a loud knock came at the store door. “There’s someone here.”

Cassie reached up and placed a hand on his cheek. “No shit, Sherlock,” Cassie said with affection as she swung her legs over the side of the bed and grabbed a robe.

“Wait.” Byron reached for his clothes as he got out of bed.

“I can answer my door on my own,” she told him as she headed for the door.

“But you don’t know who it is,” Byron protested.

“No, that’s why I’m going to go and open the door.” She fixed him with a questioning look. “I own a store selling malfunctioning magical paraphernalia. It’s not the kind of store people break into. And if they were here to break in, they would not announce their presence with a knock…” She paused as there was another knock. “Two knocks at the door.”

“Point taken,” Byron grumbled, jamming his legs into his jeans. “But I’m still coming with you.”

“Suit yourself.” She paused at the bedroom door, waiting for him.

Was he overreacting? This was all so new to him. It appeared now that he had claimed his mate, his protective streak had grown stronger. More demanding.

Perhaps because there is a chance our mate is already carrying our child, his dragon said.

Now that was a thought!

“Ready?” she asked.

“I am.” He followed her downstairs, back through the store, and to the door. Byron could sense the person on the other side. A man. Alone.

He relaxed a little.

“Dad?” Cassie unlocked the door and opened it wide. “What’s wrong?”

“Hey, Cassie. It’s nothing serious. I just need your help with something…” He smoothed his hair down and tilted his head to one side, his gaze resting on Byron who was standing behind Cassie. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had company.”

“Oh, this is Byron.” Cassie glanced over her shoulder at the dragon shifter.

“Hi there.” Byron raised his hand. This was not how he’d envisioned his first meeting with his future father-in-law.

It’s certainly a first impression he’ll not soon forget, Byron’s dragon said.

“Hello.” Cassie’s dad nodded. “Good to meet you. Cassie’s mom told me all about you… Entering the couples’ competition at The Lonely Tavern.”

“Now that we’ve got that awkwardness out of the way, why don’t you come in and tell me why you need my help?” Cassie stepped back, treading on Byron’s foot. “Sorry.”

“Not a problem,” Byron said as he backed into the store.

“Dressed to impress, I see,” said the mirror on the wall, but Byron wasn’t sure who it was referring to, and he didn’t ask.

“We were called out to a disturbance last night,” her father began.

“We?” Cassie asked.

“All of us,” her dad said.

“All of us?” Cassie tensed. “Mom and my sisters? Are they safe?”

“We were out for... Well, we’ve been keeping up with how you and Byron are progressing through the competition,” her dad said. “So when I got the call, we were all together, so we all went…to the disturbance.”

“And this disturbance?” Cassie croaked. “It must be pretty serious.”

“It’s a storm in a teacup,” her dad said.

Cassie blinked. “Oh. So it’s not that bad, then?”

I don’t think this storm or teacup is a metaphorical one, Byron’s dragon said.

Neither do I, Byron agreed, even though the notion seemed absurd. But this was Wishing Moon Bay, and the contents of Cassie’s store were proof that magical items came in all shapes and sizes, and often with strange temperaments.

But a storm in a teacup?

“Well, it’s more than a storm. It’s more like a hurricane.” Cassie’s dad took a step back. “We need to go as soon as we can. It could be quite dangerous.”

“I see you were being literal.”

There it is, his dragon rumbled.

“I’ll need to get dressed.” She turned on her heel and ran back through the store. The sound of her feet on the stairs faded as Byron was left alone with her father.

Byron glanced at him and flashed him a lopsided smile.

“Phineus.” Her dad thrust his hand out toward Byron.

“Good to meet you, Phineus.” Byron grasped his hand and shook it, sure he was being assessed by that one handshake and hoping he would be deemed suitable for Cassie. “I’m Byron.”

“So tell me,” Phineus began.

Here we go, Byron’s dragon said.

“Are you the same Byron Fireborn, who wrote The Young Witch’s Handbook?”

“A Handbook for Young Witches?” Byron corrected.

“Yes, yes,” Phineus said with a curt nod. “So are you?”

“Yes,” Byron said, hoping that this would not get him into trouble with a member of The Authority.

“I thought so. When Imelda told me about you, I thought, that is the man fate would have chosen for my Cassandra.” His eyes narrowed. “Fate has chosen you for Cassandra, hasn’t it?”

“It has,” Byron gulped.

Phineus stared at Byron for a long moment, as if he were mulling over a problem, or scrutinizing an artifact. “Good,” he finally said with a nod. “Good.”

“Ready!” Cassie called as she hurried down the stairs and sprinted across the store, dressed in her usual ensemble of jeans and a shirt, with her heavy work boots on her feet and her hair tied up in a headscarf.

“Very businesslike,” Phineus commented before he twirled around, cloak swirling dramatically before he strode off into the night.

Cassie arched an eyebrow at Byron and then ushered him out the door. She turned and swiftly locked it, pocketing the ornate key before she linked arms with Byron and strode after her father.

“Shouldn’t we take the car?” Byron asked.

“My father does not believe in them,” Cassie said as she jogged to catch up with her father.

“But isn’t time of the essence?” Byron asked, following behind.

“It is. That’s why he uses a more unconventional means of travel, when necessary,” Cassie replied.

“Unconventional?” Byron asked.

Oh boy, his dragon said.

Surely it can’t be anything worse than what the tavern has thrown at us over the last few days, Byron said hopefully.

“Here.” Phineus stopped walking some way down the sidewalk from the store and shoved his hand into his pocket, taking out a small box.

“Ley lines,” Cassie whispered to Byron as her father opened the box and took out a compass. “They run all over Wishing Moon Bay. He uses them all the time.”

“It’s always better to trust the old ways,” Phineus said, his voice a low murmur as he held out his hand palm upwards with the compass resting on it. He lowered his head, his lips barely moving as he whispered an incantation. The air around them thickened, and electricity tingled in the air, the sense of an old, wild magic at work.

Before them, the air seemed to shimmer like the surface of a lake. Then it began to spin. Slowly at first, then faster until it was a swirling vortex of shadow and light.

“This portal will take us there directly,” Phineus said and walked forward without a backward glance. “It won’t stay open long, and we must be cautious. There are always risks when bending the fabric of space.”

Bending the fabric of space? Byron’s dragon asked.

That’s what the man said. Byron eyed the portal warily.

Ask about the risks, his dragon prompted.

“This is safe?” Byron couldn’t help but ask, his eyes fixed on the swirling gateway that hovered like a vertical pool before them.

“Nothing worth doing is ever without risk,” Phineus replied, stepping toward the portal. “But I have crossed through many times. Stay close, and focus on the destination, not the journey.”

With that, Phineus stepped into the portal, the shifting light engulfing him as he disappeared from sight.

Cassie reached out, taking Byron’s hand firmly in hers. “I need to do this,” she said, meeting Byron’s gaze. “Are you with me?”

“Always.”

Cassie pulled Byron forward. “Come on,” she urged, and together they stepped into the swirling light, the world around them dissolving into a blur of colors and sounds.

The sensation was disorienting, a feeling of being stretched and squeezed simultaneously as if time itself was bending around them. Just as Byron thought he could bear no more, the light faded, and they stumbled out onto a cobblestone road lit by streetlamps.

Cassie’s grip tightened on Byron’s hand as they scanned the old buildings before them. But he didn’t need to see where the storm in a teacup was. He could sense it, the feel of it making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

“This way!” Phineus strode down the street, and stopped before a blue door with a lion head door knocker made of brass. As he reached for the door handle, he turned to them and said, “Brace yourselves.”

Cassie tightened her grip on his hand, and he nodded, trying to look more confident than he felt. What use could he be here? He had no magic.

But we have something more, his dragon said. We have Cassie’s heart and her trust. She can draw on our strength.

Phineus turned the door handle and shouldered it open. Instantly, a wild, inexplicable wind curled around them as if trying to suck them inside. Byron slipped his arm around Cassie’s shoulder and took a step forward, planting his feet firmly on the ground.

The three of them stepped into the hallway, and already the wind howled around them. Any decorations on the wall had long since been blown off, joining the debris swirling around in the eddies of the wind current. The potent smell of the tannins of a fragrant tea filled his nose.

Byron held Cassie tight. He would shield her from anything that came their way.

“This way!” Phineus shouted above the rushing wind, and they pushed forward into the next room.

The kitchen was chaos incarnate. Cassie’s mother and sisters stood with their hands outstretched, the incantation they spoke lost to the wind that whipped their robes and hair around them. Small streaks of lightning crackled through dark swirling clouds above the center island, upon which sat a delicate teacup in the eye of the storm. A teapot sat nearby, the steaming tea trickling from its spout into the teacup added to the rain which spilled over its rim, pooling on the counter and splashing onto the floor, being whisked away by the winds that rattled the walls and flung open cupboard doors.

Cassie stepped forward, out of Byron’s grasp as she assessed the situation, her hair up and out of the way beneath her headscarf. Byron could see the unwavering determination in her eyes as her gaze swept over her family, to the havoc being wrought around them.

“Byron,” she called out, her voice steady despite the mayhem. “We need to contain this before it spills over. If it gets out of the house, we’re going to be in trouble. I have an idea, but I’ll need your help.”

Byron shifted nervously, his animal instincts roiling in response to the unnatural disturbance. “What do you have in mind?” he asked.

Cassie nodded toward the fridge in the corner. “The fridge. The storm is being fueled by the hot tea from the teapot. The cold air should help calm it down.”

“Okay.” He nodded. He didn’t want to leave Cassie, for fear that she would be picked up by the raging winds.

We need to trust she can manage without us, his dragon ordered. We have to do what she says.

“And an opposing air current to disrupt the winds.” Cassie pointed. “There! That fan! Move it in front of the fridge to blow cold air toward the storm.”

Her mother looked over and nodded. “On it! Don’t let up, girls!” she instructed her daughters. “Keep the containment spell up while I help Cassie.”

Byron put his arms out in front of his face to shield himself from the worst of the pelting rain as he pushed forward toward the fridge. It felt like he was being forced back by some giant creature, feeling a pair of oven gloves bouncing off him.

He made it to the fridge and grabbed hold of the door. The wind was blowing the wrong way, keeping it forced shut, and the muscles in Byron’s arms strained as he leaned back, yanking on the handle.

Come on! His dragon roared. Cassie’s watching. You can’t fail at opening the fridge.

Byron gritted his teeth and grunted as he hauled back with all his might, and finally, the fridge door flung open, the light from inside spilling into the dark clouds of the storm, along with the contents, which flew out and joined the debris flying around.

He looked around to see what he needed to do next and saw Cassie’s mom heading toward him. The wind and rain flowed around her as if she had a protective bubble. She was towing a tall standing fan with her.

“Hey, Byron, nice to see you again!” she shouted as she stepped over to him.

“Hi, Imelda” Byron called back.

“I hear you two have been doing quite well in that competition at the tavern!” Imelda pulled the fan up next to the fridge, keeping hold of it so it didn’t fly away.

“It’s been challenging, but we’re doing it.” Byron ducked out of the way as a heavy cookbook flew overhead.

“Well, this should be a piece of cake compared to that, then.”

“Mom!” Cassie’s voice called over the roar of rushing air. “The fan!”

“Oh, yes!” Imelda pushed the fan toward Byron. “Aim this toward the teacup!”

Byron took the fan and stood in front of the open fridge, bracing himself against the door. Cassie’s mom flicked her finger, and the fan turned on, the blades spinning incredibly fast, and Bryon could feel the rush of cool spread past him.

“Is there air conditioning in here?” Cassie called again. “We need to lower the humidity. The moisture in the air is making this worse.”

“Over here!” Jade yelled back.

There was the whirring sound of the machine being turned on. The air was beginning the clear, the clouds becoming less dense, and the wind was beginning to drop. Byron could actually see Cassie again through the vortex and had to stop himself from running to her. She was clinging to the stove, trying to make her way closer to the center island.

Don’t, his dragon told him. She needs us here.

“It’s working,” Neave cried. “Keep going, Cassie!”

She’s not going to make it. Byron’s grip tightened on the fan. He watched as she used cupboard doors as holds to claw her way closer to the center island, and he flinched more than Cassie appeared to every time an item flew passed her.

She reached the end of the kitchen counter and reached her hand out toward the eye of the storm around the center island, but there was still too much distance. She wouldn’t be able to reach it.

“I’m going!” Byron yelled and went to take a step into the storm, but stopped.

Cassie twisted her hand, and the teapot next to the storming cup teetered before tipping over, bringing an end to the continuous dribbling of tea that had been pouring into the cup. Within seconds, the storm dissipated, the winds dropped, and the clouds spread out into a thin fog, stopping their constant downpour.

There was a moment of silence as they all stood in the destroyed kitchen, looking at each other, until Beatrice put her hands up.

“You did it, Cass!”

Cassie exhaled deeply. “We did it.”

Her mother approached, placing a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “You did well, Cassie. You all did.”

Byron wrapped an arm around Cassie, feeling the residual chill in the air. “You were amazing,” he whispered, pride swelling in his chest.

She leaned into him, a tired smile playing on her lips. “Couldn’t have done it without you.”

As they all let out a breath of relief, they gathered around the now-quiet teacup.

“So, how exactly did that happen?” Byron asked.

“A lot of very specific conditions had to be met in a quite unfortunate turn of events.” Cassie picked up the floral-patterned teacup, still a little exasperated. “Do you know how hurricanes are formed?”

“Sure.” Byron nodded. “Warm water heats the air above the ocean, the air rises and forms storm clouds and the spin of the earth causes it to spin.”

“Well, here’s our ocean.” Cassie held up the teacup. “Someone was pouring tea from their never-ending teapot, and for whatever reason, this little cup took great offense.”

“Do you think it was one of your magical curiosities?” Jade asked.

Cassie tilted her head. “It’s hard to know, but I think considering the trouble it caused, it’s best if it comes back with me.”

Phineus came their way and wrapped his daughter up in his arms. “Thank you for coming so quickly. I know how you feel about early starts.”

“I don’t mind too much when it involves a new addition to my shop.” Cassie hugged him back.

“That was some quick thinking, Cass. We’d have been standing around all day trying to contain it with a spell.” Her mom joined in the hug.

“You should start handing out business cards for dealing with this kind of thing,” Neave said.

“You’ll be just like the Ghost Busters!” Beatrice laughed

Byron smiled like a fool as he watched his mate.

She really is just perfect. His dragon swooned.

Agreed. I just wish she could see that.

How life-changing do you think that sagely knowledge is going to be? his dragon wondered aloud.

I don’t know. And it might just be best if we don’t find out.


Chapter Twenty-Four – Cassie

“Wow, I still can’t get over that teacup incident,” Byron said, sounding just as impressed as he had the first time he’d said those exact same words. “You were incredible.”

“We all worked as a team,” Cassie reminded him.

“But you could see what needed to be done,” Byron said. “I mean, you said your sisters were powerful, and your parents, but you were the one who pulled them all together. They’d have been standing there all day trying to keep that containment spell together if you hadn’t guided them.”

“I got lucky.” Cassie brushed off his comment. She was not comfortable being praised for anything, especially her magic. She never felt like she deserved it. “And now we need to focus on tonight’s trial.”

“No time to rest on our laurels,” Byron said as he slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him. “You know, we could always skip the competition and go and do something else.”

Cassie laughed and punched him lightly on the shoulder. “And give Jerome and Amelia a chance to win?”

She pulled out of his arms and grabbed hold of his hand, pulling him along as they reached the alleyway where The Lonely Tavern stood. Only it was not alone. A large group of people were gathered around, but tonight they seemed subdued, as if they knew the end of the competition was close. There was no barbecuing and drinks this time, though their faces lit up as they spotted Bryon and Cassie approaching, and they got plenty of waves and calls of good luck from the gathering.

But the party was not over yet and no one knew how many more trials there were before the competition ended. The only thing they did know was that there were only six couples left out of the original twenty.

“What do you think happened to the couples who didn’t make it back in time?” Byron asked as they neared the tavern door.

“I’m sure the tavern wouldn’t leave them stranded forever,” Cassie said. “Perhaps the tavern went back overnight and collected them.”

“Yeah, I’m sure it…” Byron said as the door opened for them, and they stepped inside. “What the hell?”

“I guess this is the next trial?”

Trees once again surrounded them, but they stood on the edge of a large clearing. In the center was a small rise in the land from which rose the shattered remains of a once great building. It was hard to tell if would have been a castle or a temple, but whatever it was had been trampled down by the march of time. A light mist lingered amongst the old stone pillars and walls, and across the stone and bricks scattered across the grass.

“And what do you think we have to do?” Byron asked. “This looks a little intimidating. I was really not expecting to not be inside the tavern. I mean where is Morwenna’s introduction?”

“Take a deep breath,” Cassie said, imitating Morwenna’s Zen-like voice. “In through the nose, and out through the mouth. And again.”

“All right. I’m calm,” Byron said.

“You don’t sound it,” Cassie replied and placed a hand on his arm.

“Okay, I’m not that calm because we don’t have any instructions. We don’t know what is in here, or whether it’s a timed trial, or...” He sucked in a breath and let it out slowly.

“Are you doing okay?” Cassie asked.

“Yeah. Because we’re together, it doesn’t matter what the tavern throws at us. Let’s go figure this out.” Byron held out his hand, and she took it, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

“We’ll be just fine,” Cassie said. “That life-changing sagely knowledge is ours. I can feel it.”

Byron pressed his lips together as they climbed up the short rise and approached the ruined wall. “There’s something written there.”

“There is.” Cassie summoned her magic and waved her hand as she released it, brushing away the ivy that had overgrown the ruined wall.

“Riddle of the Ruins,” Byron read out loud.

“I guess that’s our first clue,” Cassie said as the ivy swung back into place.

“If the escape room was any indication, we’re not too bad at riddles,” Byron said with confidence as they followed the wall around to their left since the right side was blocked by large chunks of fallen stone.

“Then we should be out of here in no time,” Cassie said as they rounded the wall and looked into what would have been the interior of the building. She could see the remains of corridors and rooms, but where the ceiling and supports had collapsed, it had become more of a maze made of fallen stone.

She kept hold of Byron’s hand as they made their way through the ruin, having to occasionally squeeze through narrow gaps and duck under thickets of vines that had grown over the old passages.

“Do you really think it’s going to be that easy?” Byron asked.

“I guess we’re about to find out,” Cassie said as they reached what felt like the center of the maze. Before them was a large courtyard area. The flagstone floor was still mostly intact, but wildflowers and shrubs had begun pushing their way up through gaps in the stone.

“What’s this?” Byron strode forward. “There’s something in the center.”

But Cassie tugged at his arm and pulled him back. “Careful. We don’t know if this is a trap.”

“True.” Byron retreated to the edge of the courtyard and looked around. “I can’t see anything out of place.”

“Me neither.” Cassie shrugged. “One step forward?”

“One step forward.” They took their first step onto the stone courtyard and paused, holding their breaths, waiting for something to happen. It didn’t.

“Can you sense anything?” Cassie asked.

“Only us, and a lot of stone,” Byron said.

“Okay, another step.”

They took their time moving over the uneven slabs of stone toward the center, where the flagstones came to an end, replaced by a strange design of large concentric rings of stone.

“That’s very impressive,” Byron said as they reached the edge of the stone circle.

“It looks like there’s something written here.” Cassie stooped down and brushed away some of the dirt from the outermost stone ring. “It’s a question. ‘What are your honest feelings about your partner’s occupation?’”

“Do we both have to answer?” Byron asked.

“I guess so,” Cassie said. “Let’s try. I think my partner’s occupation is very educational, and it’s impressive that he knows so much about so many things and can positively touch many people’s lives.”

They both stepped back as the outer rings began to turn with the loud grinding sound of stone against stone.

“That seems like a good sign.”

“My turn?” Byron said. “I think my partner’s occupation is intriguing and unique. It’s not something anyone could do, and I don’t even think I could write a handbook on it.”

“Intriguing, huh?” Cassie said as the first stone ring continued to turn. “Okay, this isn’t so hard. We just have to tell the truth, I think.”

“Next question,” Byron said. “What is your partner’s favorite food?”

“Easy,” Cassie said.

“Sushi, for you.” Byron smiled.

“And a meatball sandwich for you,” Cassie said lightly.

“No!” He shook her head. “That’s not my favorite food.”

“But I thought you...” Then she froze and crouched down as the ground beneath their feet shuddered as a distant rumbling reached them. Loose stones fell to the floor as the air reverberated.

“I guess we know what happens when we get a question wrong.” Byron winced.

“What can you sense?” Cassie asked.

“Nothing specific,” Byron said. “Just rock. I can’t tell if that makes me feel better or worse.”

“Okay. Let’s not get any more questions wrong.” She took a breath. “What is your favorite food?”

“Sweet potato brownies.” His eyes widened as the ground shuddered again and the rumble grew closer.

“We can’t give clues or answers,” Cassie said. “My partner’s favorite food is sweet potato brownies.”

The next ring turned, coming to a stop when it lined up with the first.

“Okay, next.” Byron peered across the rings to see the next question. “Why did my partner enter the competition?”

Cassie locked eyes with him. “To be the person his family needs him to be.” As the ground shook, her brow furrowed. “That’s what you told me.”

“I know,” he said with a grimace.

“But that was before you told me we were mates,” she mused. “You did it for me.”

“Yes,” he croaked hoarsely.

Cassie smiled at him. “Thank you. Voluntarily being put into danger by a magical tavern is probably the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

“My pleasure,” he cracked a grin. “I suppose I did it for me, too.”

“And your dragon,” she replied.

“And you entered the competition to be the person you believe your family wants you to be,” Byron said.

“I did.” But there was an undercurrent to his tone that worried her. But this was not the time to question him. They still did not know if this was a timed trial.

“Next question, what do you like most about your partner?” Byron asked.

“That he accepts me for who I am,” Cassie replied.

He smiled and closed the distance between them, wrapping his arm around her and drawing her into his arms. “I love you for who you are.”

“That wasn’t the question,” she murmured as she cupped his face in her hands and brushed her lips against his.

“And the thing I like about you most is that you also accept me for who I am,” Byron replied.

“Hey, you can’t use my answer,” Cassie giggled, and they both turned to look as the penultimate stone ring slid into place, nestling itself into the previous ones.

“This place seems to think I can,” Byron chuckled and kissed her.

She pulled away from him and read the next question. “Do you admire your partner?” She nodded. “Of course, I do.”

“And so do I.” Byron kissed the back of her hand. “Very much.”

“On to…the last one! This trial wasn’t so bad at all.” She could not keep the smile from her face. After a rocky start, they were in sync. And the last question was an easy one. “Do you want your partner to win the competition and gain life-changing sagely knowledge? Easy-peasy. Yes.”

Byron’s expression faltered. Along with her heart.

“Byron?” The word was barely audible.

She could see the conflict on his face, and he opened his mouth a couple of times as if trying to find the word he wanted to say. Finally, he did.

“No.”

The word was swallowed up by the silence of the ruins. There was no distant rumbling, no ground shaking. Then, after a moment, the innermost stone ring turned into place with a grating sound. The sound of a truth being spoken.

Once the last ring had aligned, the rings began to drop, forming a set of staircases that led underneath the flagstones.

Cassie just shook her head in disbelief. Byron reached out to her, but she shrugged him off as the stairs finished forming. Without a word, she ran for them, hardly seeing the steps as tears misted her eyes. How could he not want her to win?

He knew how much the prize meant to her. It would be life-changing, just as it said. She needed it to become the person she was always meant to be, to be the powerful witch. That was what her family wanted her to be.

The only question bouncing around her head was, why?

“Cassie...” His voice carried down the stairs and into the dark stone staircase that she found herself in, but she would not slow down. Below her was a warm light which quickly grew closer.

“Cassie, it’s not that I don’t want you to win, I just don’t want you to get the prize. No, that sounds worse…”

She could hear footsteps behind her and realized that the stone stairs had become wooden, and before she knew it, she was stepping off the stairs and into the bar area of the tavern.

“Oh my, that was quick. Cassie, Byron! Congratulations, you are into our grand finale tomorrow evening,” Morwenna said, sounding relieved that the competition was nearly over.

“Cassie...” Byron sounded breathless as he raced to the bottom of the stairs. “Let me explain…”

“All you have to do is…set up the perfect date! To show that you really understand the other person’s needs,” Morwenna went on reading from a piece of parchment. “All costs are to be met by the competitors.”

“Does it say that?” Flint asked from beneath a table, a screwdriver in hand.

“Yes,” Morwenna snapped and quickly rolled up the parchment. “It was actually very clear about that last part.

“Cassie.” Byron reached for her arm as she headed for the tavern door. “I just don’t think you need it, that’s all!”

They both stopped as the tavern shook, showering dust and cobwebs down from the rafters, along with several imps who bounced off the tables with displeased noises.

“Oh, my—!” a familiar voice yelled.

“Stan!” Cassie summoned her magic as Stan fell from the rafters. “Soft as a feather, light as air, hear my call, feather fall!”

“Nooooo!” Morwenna cried as there was a poof and the space below Stan exploded into a cloud of downy feathers. Stan landed on the soft cushion, sending feathers flying all across the room.

“Urgh! That’s not what I meant.” Cassie threw her hands up.

“I’m sorry!” Stan sprang to his feet and stared into the rafters as Nancy floated slowly down to land gently next to Stan.

“How could you not know that!” Nancy jabbed her finger at him.

“Well, you didn’t know that bread beer is my favorite tipple,” Stan retorted.

“Because when you drink it, all you do is complain!” Nancy said.

“I believe the waiver you signed at the beginning of this competition covers all breakages,” Morwenna said. “And that includes relationships.”

Stan turned around to look at the other people in the bar as if he had suddenly become aware that they were there. “Did you get dumped through the ceiling, too?” he asked Cassie and Byron.

“No, they are our first finalists,” Morwenna replied. “Do you hear that? This competition is nearly over! Life can go back to normal. I’ll have my paying customers back...”

“Maybe Kengar and Nyara might get through to the final, too. Have you seen them?” Stan asked.

“They were a no-show,” Morwenna said.

“Oh, I hope everything is all right,” Nancy replied.

“They had a family thing,” Flint pulled himself out from underneath the table and watched as feathers floated down around him with a sigh.

“Lucky them.” And then Cassie turned around and walked out of the tavern.


Chapter Twenty-Five – Byron

“Excuse me, Morwenna?” Amelia approached the bar. “Is that not cheating that he’s getting help?”

Byron bristled, feeling Amelia, Jerome, and Morwenna watching him as he, Stan, Harry and Burt shuffled around the round table, each holding a corner of the white tablecloth as they tried to properly align it.

Morwenna leaned an elbow on the bar and rested her chin in her hand. “You know, I think it might. Besides, I thought I only allowed you three in here to talk about that burger stand of yours.”

“Well, yes, of course,” Stan said.

“Byron here is handicapped, so it’s not technically cheating in our eyes.” Harry glanced over toward the bar.

“Besides, we’ve already got the branding and product sorted.” Burt almost tripped up over the table leg.

“So I hear…unlicensed branding of The Lonely Tavern being used on products that aren’t affiliated with the business.” Morwenna tutted. “But I suppose Byron really does have a handicap right now…though, I’m not sure if a date being a no-show is grounds for disqualification.”

“She’s not a no-show,” Harry said confidently. More confidently than Byron felt.

“She’s just a little late.”

“She’ll come.” Stan placed a hand on Byron’s shoulder and nodded. “There we go, that’s centered.”

They gently laid down the cloth, which draped perfectly over the table.

Byron smiled wryly at him.

I think he’s being more than a little optimistic, his dragon said. And I don’t mean about the tablecloth being centered.

Me, too, Byron replied as he checked his phone for the thousandth time today. Still no reply from Cassie.

He had well and truly screwed this up.

You can’t blame yourself, his dragon said. You had to tell the truth, or we’d have been dumped out of the competition like Nancy and Stan. And the other two couples. Besides, if you had lied, she would have known. It was tough.

Tell the truth and lose your mate. Or tell a lie and lose the competition that your mate cares so much about. Byron shook his head.

However, if we had answered with a lie, Cassie would have known we didn’t want her to win, anyway. His dragon tried to console Byron. But how do you console the inconsolable? You can’t be blamed for loving our mate just as she is, and not wishing her to change.

“Now, about the food,” Stan said, drawing him back to the empty table before him.

“I think candles first.” Burt put his hands on his hips.

“Morwenna, this can’t be fair.” Amelia folded her arms and looked as if she were about to throw a tantrum.

“You’re right, I suppose it’s not. Pack it up, boys.”

“Not yet. We’ve just got a few more touches. It won’t take a moment,” Stan said as he looked over the list of ‘romantic meals’ he had been very excited about earlier. Stan appeared extremely enthusiastic about the mussels, while Byron failed to see any romance in them. They were incredibly messy to eat.

“I thought Morwenna had just ruled that you were not allowed to help Byron,” Amelia said, looking more than a little smug at the lack of Cassie at the final trial. She gave a small wave to Jerome as he lit the center candle and winked back.

“I’m not helping,” Stan said. “I am advising. There is a difference, isn’t there, Harry?”

“What?” Harry asked as he looked up from a tray of silverware. “I thought I was on cutlery duty.”

“Morwenna.” Amelia rolled her eyes and tapped her foot. Loudly.

Morwenna watched for a moment before she threw up her hands. “Okay, you’re right, but this is just so sad to watch. The Regulars can stay as a commiseration for Byron.”

“Really?” Amelia squeaked.

“Don’t ‘really?’ me.” Morwenna gestured with both her hands to Byron. “Just looked at him, moping around. Like a sad puppy. I can’t tell him no. I know people think I’m harsh, but I’m not going to go around kicking sad, dragon-shifting puppies when they’re down.”

Byron ground his teeth.

You are moping. In all fairness, his dragon grumbled.

It’s not moping, it’s brooding. And it’s hard not to when our mate has just left us, Byron retorted hotly.

Amelia huffed and headed back to her table, where Jerome was waiting for her. Byron seethed as he watched them. They laughed as they spoke to each other in low voices over their pristinely laid-out table. A white linen cloth patterned with silver was splayed beneath two intertwining candle sticks. Beside there was a single red rose, its crimson petals a poignant splash of color that demanded attention, exuded romance.

He turned to look back at his table as Harry placed the vase filled with a beautiful bouquet of roses, wrapped in a pretty cellophane. The trip to the florists had been painstaking as he agonized over what flowers he wanted to bring. After what Amelia had said about his dandelions, he knew it had to be roses, but there were so many variables—color, stem length, bloom stage, thorned or thornless. It had almost driven him to tears. Not to mention having to pick a menu and wine to go with it.

He didn’t even particularly like wine! But if that was what being a romantic demanded, he would endure it a thousand times over. At least he had the help from The Regulars to help ease his burden.

All this suffering will be moot anyway if Cassie doesn’t show up, his dragon spoke, dark smoke seeping from his lips.

“I’m thinking…stuffed mushrooms,” Stan announced.

“Stuffed mushrooms?” Burt shook his head. “No, I think that’s what your nephew had served here when the tavern nearly crumpled in on itself.”

“I’ll have you know that was not Calvin’s fault, not the mushrooms.” Stan wagged a finger. “It was that nasty woman, Demelza’s fault.”

“Did I hear someone say mushrooms?” Morwenna called out. “I already made it abundantly clear. The cooking equipment is highly allergic to mushrooms. If I so much as hear a mention of those caps ‘n’ stems, I’ll have you out of here faster than you can say ‘shiitake.’”

Stan and Burt shared a glance. “That rules that out, then.”

“What about that smoked salmon you’re always going on about?” Harry asked.

Stan put a palm to his forehead. “That’s what Nancy’s favorite dish was. I can’t believe I thought it was cucumber slices.”

Byron snorted. “It’s common to have cucumber slices with smoked salmon if that’s any consolation.”

Stan put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “Ah, so that’s why I got it wrong. The cucumber slices were my favorite part of her favorite dish. I was close, at least.”

“You still in the doghouse?” Burt asked.

“You got an important question wrong?” Byron asked as he fiddled with the delicate silverware Harry had placed on the table.

“Certainly did.” Stan rubbed the back of my neck. “I guess I just didn’t realize how important those little details were at the time. How about you?”

Byron sighed and looked down. “It wasn’t that I got anything wrong. It was that I told the truth.”

“Oof. The truth can hurt.” Burt nodded sagely.

Ask them what they think, his dragon nudged him.

I don’t know if I want them to know my business.

Well, it looks like you’re not getting any life-changing knowledge from the tavern, so maybe settle for some sage advice from these guys.

Bryon chewed his lip for a moment. “I told her that I didn’t want her to win the competition.”

He glanced up to see all three of the men’s eyes widen.

“I can see how that would upset her,” Harry commiserated.

“Cassie was very set on winning this whole thing,” Burt agreed.

“Yes, but…” Byron tapped his fingers on the table. “The prize is life-changing knowledge, right? That seems like a pretty big deal to me. But the thing is, Cassie’s just perfect as she is. I see it, Sophie sees it, her family sees it, but she can’t. I wish I had some time to show her how wonderful she is, but we’ve had so little time together, and if we won the competition, there’s a chance that the woman I just fell in love with would change fundamentally. I didn’t want to say anything because I knew how much this meant to her, but I was forced to tell the truth. I’m still willing to see this through to the end if that’s what she wants, but it’s not what I want, and I can’t change that.”

The Regulars all looked at him with blank expressions.

“What I just said is stupid, isn’t it?”

“No, son, not at all!” Stan waved his hand. “It turns out the boy does have a romantic bone in his body.”

“Did you tell her that?” Harry asked.

Byron shook his head. “No. At the time, I just couldn’t put it into words, and she didn’t give me much time to find them.”

“Then you need to find her and repeat what you just told us.” Burt poked his arm.

“I want to, but I can’t. She’s not answering the door, she’s not answering her calls.” He looked around the empty tavern. “I was hoping she’d have come here.”

“You’re a dragon shifter, Byron. Fly up to her window if you have to!” Stan gave him a toothy grin. “We’ll set this right, won’t we? You speak to Cassie, and I’ll find a way to make things up to Nancy.”

Byron felt the ghost of a smile on his face, something he hadn’t expected to happen ever again. “Yeah. You’re right. We can fix this.” He nodded. “I’m going to go and find Cassie.” He turned toward the door but paused. “Stan, since I won’t be using the table, did you want to have a make-up date with Nancy right here, right now? You could ask Flint to cook you that smoked salmon.”

Stan snapped his fingers. “Now there’s an idea. Look at the brains on him.” Stan stepped past him, reaching into his pocket for his phone. “I’ll call her now. With her magic, I’m sure she can make it down here at a moment’s notice.”

The door swung open as Stan stepped outside.

Byron turned back to the two remaining Regulars. “Thank you. I needed someone to help me get out of my…moping.”

They both broke into smiles.

“No problem, lad.”

“We’ll make sure this place is as romantic as ever for Nancy and we’ll do the same for Cassie.”

“I don’t think that’s her style, but thank you anyway.” Byron gave them a wave and headed for the door.

He almost walked into the door, expecting it to swing open just as it had for Byron, but it remained shut. He tried the handle. He pushed and shoved until he was pounding against the door.

He turned back to the room to see everyone staring at him.

“The, um…” He straightened his tie. “The door won’t open.”

“I think we can see that,” Morwenna said. “Now don’t go shifting or breathing fire or anything to get out, need I remind you about the nature of the fire service in here.”

“I won’t, but could you just open the door for me?”

“Mm-mm.” Morwenna shook her head. “Simply not possible.”

Byron placed his ear against the door. He could hear voices. Stan’s voice!

“Stan!” Byron called. “Stan, I can’t get out! Can you get to Cassie for me?” He then strained to listen.

“My, Stan. How did you get a table here today? I thought it would be closed for the finals.” Nancy was already here.

“Well, being a Regular here, I know certain people.” Stan chuckled. “Besides, I desperately wanted to make things up to you after the Ruins.”

“You truly are a sweetheart, under all that goofiness,” Nancy said.

“It would appear so.”

Byron could hear the smile in Stan’s voice.

“Now, the lads have set us up with a beautiful table. This will be the perfect date.”

“That does sound special. I can’t wait.”

Byron heard them approaching the door and took a step back, ready to dash through the door as soon as it opened. He coiled himself as he heard the door latch, but the door didn’t open.

“Oh! It appears to be…stuck.” Stan rattled the door harder before laughing nervously. “Just give it a minute.” There was a pause before there were several thumps on the door. “Byron! Boys? Let us in, will ya?”

Oh dear, his dragon grimaced.

Even through the walls of the tavern, Byron could hear Nancy sigh.

“Stan, you ninny, the tavern’s not going to let us in if we’re not competing.”

“But I was just…”

“I think I’m going to go home and have a nice cup of…”

As their voices faded away, Byron put his face into his hands.

“That doesn’t look good.” Harry stepped over and wrapped an arm around Byron’s shoulders.

“I haven’t just ruined my relationship.” Byron looked up, distraught. “I think I’ve just ruined Stan’s as well!”


Chapter Twenty-Six – Cassie

How could he? Cassie had been asking herself the same question ever since Byron’s shocking revelation that he did not want her to win the competition and receive life-changing sagely knowledge.

It wasn’t as if he didn’t know why she wanted to win.

She snorted. Of course, he did. He’d managed to get that answer right!

Because apparently, he wanted the same thing. To be the person his family needed him to be.

Did his family need him to be a jerk?

She took a breath. She needed to let go of her anger. Find her equilibrium. She had been doing just fine without him and she would do just fine now that he was out of her life.

But was he out of her life? Cassie glanced toward her apartment window. The sun was setting. The time for the next trial was approaching. A perfect romantic date with her partner.

With her mate.

Perhaps none of this would sting so badly if she and Byron were simply boyfriend and girlfriend. But they were mates, something much more profound.

Or so he said.

Was that even true? Or had he lied to her for some unknowable reason?

But why? Why would he claim they were mates if it wasn’t true? What would he have gotten out of this if he didn’t even care about winning the competition? Besides, it was a bond that transcended the mere attraction of humans. A connection born from the deepest parts of their souls. As a shifter, he had to have felt it just as intensely as she did, if not more.

Unless there was something else at play.

Cassie stared bleakly out of the window. Would she ever find peace if she didn’t confront him? Or would these questions linger inside her, growing into a relentless source of torment? The thought gnawed at her, and she knew she had to get answers, whether they would hurt or heal.

She headed for her bedroom and discarded her pajamas, which she hadn’t bothered to change out of the whole day. As she went to her closet, her gaze landed on her phone, which she had set to silent after the second time Byron called.

Twenty missed calls. Wow, the guy was nothing if not persistent. She scrolled through the notifications. He’d sent a lot of texts, too, the last reading that he would wait for her at the tavern.

Now would be the perfect time to confront him. She knew exactly where to find Byron. Because for some reason, even after what he said yesterday, he still planned on going to the tavern.

So that’s where she would go.

With any luck, they’d still be able to win the competition. Get their advice. And then promptly part ways.

Opening her closet, she reached for a pair of clean, comfortable jeans, and one of her favorite shirts, a soft, emerald green blouse that reminded her of Byron’s dragon’s eyes.

No! She would not dwell on how magnificent Byron’s dragon was or how amazing it felt to ride on his back. Instead, she quickly slipped into her clothes, her movements mechanical. Then she brushed her tangled hair and tied it up in a headscarf before shoving on a pair of her favorite boots.

Cassie grabbed her phone and hesitated for a moment, staring at the screen. Not all the calls were from Byron. She tapped the screen and saw several messages from Sophie who had been out of town for a few days.

“Cassie, are you okay? Call me back!”

“Where are you? Byron’s looking everywhere for you. He said that he came to the store, and it was closed.”

“Please don’t shut me out. I’m worried about you.”

Cassie sighed, her thumb hovering over the reply button. But before she typed a single letter, there was a knock at the store door. Not the first one of the day, since Byron had been by twice already. But this knock was not his. It hadn’t been the frantic pounding from when he had visited before.

“Sophie.” It seemed her friend was back in town and had come straight over to see Cassie.

Cassie shoved her phone in her pocket and headed downstairs into the store. Ignoring the comments from the mirror, she reached the door and then stalled. Sophie was not alone.

“There you are,” Cassie’s mom said.

Here she is, Cassie thought. And she could not hide any longer.

Reaching for the key, Cassie unlocked the door to find her whole family on the other side, along with Sophie. “Hi.”

“Hi?” Cassie was confused as to why everyone was there. “Is this about the storm in the teacup?”

She stepped outside and closed the door behind her to stop the bell jingling.

“The storm in a teacup?” Sophie looked at the others. “What else have I missed while I was on my business trip to Cairnnor?”

“You were visiting Cairnnor?” Cassie asked.

“Don’t change the subject,” Jade said sharply, stepping forward. Jade always had a way of cutting straight to the heart of things. “We’ve all been worried sick about you, Cassie. You can’t just disappear like that.”

“I didn’t disappear,” Cassie insisted. “I was here all day.”

“You were here all day not answering your phone or the door,” Jade said.

Cassie’s mother, ever the picture of calm concern, placed a gentle hand on Jade’s shoulder. “We’re just relieved to find you safe. But Jade is right. We have been worried.”

Cassie bit her lip. She felt like a cornered animal. “I needed time alone.”

“You can be alone and still answer your phone,” Beatrice pointed out to a murmur of agreement. “We were beginning to think that teacup swallowed you up or something.”

“I needed to think, to clear my head.” Cassie pressed her hand to her temples.

“Cassie.” Phineus stepped forward. “We heard what happened.”

“You did?” Cassie’s eyes widened. “So you know why I needed time to think.”

“Yes,” Phineus said. “I suppose we do. But why alone?”

“Why alone?” Cassie asked.

“We are your family,” Neave said gently and placed a reassuring hand on Cassie’s arm. “We’re here to help you through anything, whatever it is.”

Cassie felt a flood of emotions surge through her as she looked into the sincere eyes of her family members. But how could they truly ever understand how she felt? How Byron’s betrayal had cut her soul deep.

It wasn’t just some competition. It was like he didn’t want her to succeed, didn’t want her to grow as a person.

“I appreciate your concern,” Cassie continued, her voice trembling just slightly. “But Byron...”

“Was right,” her father said.

Cassie reeled back, the wind knocked out of her by Phineus’s words. “What do you mean, ‘was right?’”

Phineus took a deep breath, his expression softening for the first time. “Byron came to us,” he began, “he told us what happened between you two. And we all believe he is right.”

Cassie’s eyes darted from her father to her mother and sisters. “You all think he’s right?” she echoed. “That I don’t deserve sagely wisdom? Is that what this is about? You all think that it would be a waste for me to receive life-changing knowledge.”

“No, not at all. It’s the complete opposite,” her mom said gently. “We think you are perfect as you are. Byron thinks you are perfect as you are.”

“He loves you,” Sophie said with a wistful smile. “And he sees you as we do.”

“As a disappointment?” Cassie suggested bitterly.

“Why would you ever think that?” Beatrice asked.

“Because look at all of you.” Her forehead furrowed. “You wield magic as if it were an extension of your own bodies. I can barely make a broomstick sweep without it turning into a wild rodeo.” Cassie’s voice trembled, the frustration and self-doubt she’d carried for so long spilling forth in jagged bursts.

Jade stepped forward, her eyes glinting with a fierce protectiveness. “Cassie, magic isn’t just about control or power. It’s about understanding, connection, and intent. Your ability to understand malfunctioning magical items is unique and incredible in its own right. You just see the world differently than us.”

Cassie sighed, wrapping her arms around herself. “But what good is it if I can’t cast simple spells without them going awry?”

“What good is it?” her father asked in disbelief. “Cassie, do you remember the time the enchanted mirror trapped Aunt Agatha in its reflection?” Phineus leaned forward, his eyes boring into hers. “None of us could figure out how to release her. But you—”

“You understood what it needed. We were all trying to force it to give up Agatha, but no matter what spells we threw at it, it was no good. But you saw what was needed to coax it into letting her out,” Beatrice finished, her voice filled with admiration. “You figured out the flaw in its enchantment and set her free when none of us could. Your gift is rare, Cassie. It’s invaluable. You may not see it as a magical talent, but it’s part of who you are, fundamentally.”

Neave chimed in. “Besides, magic isn’t about being perfect. It’s about growth and discovery. Every time you help fix something that’s broken, you learn something new and help others in ways we can’t.”

“But I hate being the weakest link,” Cassie said.

“Who said you were the weakest?” Phineus asked.

“No one had to say. Even that freaky doll that cut my hair as a kid knew it,” Cassie retorted. “It couldn’t get away with doing that to anyone else.”

Phineus snorted. “That doll didn’t cut your hair because you were the weakest, my dearest Cassie. It cut your hair because you were its greatest threat. Even when you were a child, you could see the magic in items like that in a way no one else could.”

“And Byron sees that because he sees you. He loves you,” Sophie said, her voice filled with soft encouragement. “He’s a dragon shifter, Cassie. His kind are drawn to strength and fire, not weakness.”

Cassie scoffed, but the corner of her mouth twitched upward. “Yeah, well, he’s terrible at being romantic. I mean, who tells their mate they don’t want her to win her heart’s desire of life-changing sagely advice?”

Neave giggled. “He could have handled it better. We all agree with you there.”

“But he spoke from the heart.” Her mom took hold of Cassie’s hand and squeezed it gently. “And that heart of his is pure. I think that actually might be the most romantic thing a person can do.”

“When he had time to organize his thoughts, it sounded much better,” Beatrice said. “It’s not that he doesn’t want you to win, or grow, become powerful, or anything like that. It’s that he’s fallen in love with you. He’s waited all his life to meet you, and he was just worried that the emphasis on ‘life-changing’ knowledge would change who you were, just after he’d met you.”

“But he sees that’s what you want, so he’s gone to the tavern to set up your date. If you want to win the competition, you can. You can do anything you put your mind to, and he’ll be there by your side, even if he doesn’t want the same.” Her mom clasped her hands together. “He truly does love you.”

“He does,” Cassie admitted with a nod. “I suppose even I can see that.”

“Then what are you doing still standing here?” Jade asked.

“I just need to…” She pointed back into the store and then stopped. “I just need to meet him for our perfect date.”

“That’s my girl.” Phineus winked and then ushered his family and Sophie away.

“We’ll see you there,” Sophie called out.

“Don’t take too long,” Jade added.

“I won’t.” Cassie waited for her family to walk away and took a deep breath. Then she stepped back inside and closed the store door, the bell above jingling a familiar tune. The air inside was filled with the scent of aged parchment and a subtle hint of something mystical. She’d never been able to put her finger on exactly what gave the store the unique smell, but as she inhaled, it gave her comfort. And confidence.

Cassie stopped in front of the mirror, ready for whatever it had to say about her hair, or her outfit, or her makeup.

“There you are at last, Cassie dearest,” the mirror said with a slight hitch in its voice.

“That’s it?” Cassie asked.

“Of course,” the mirror said.

“No insult?”

“You have at last discovered my secret,” the mirror said kindly. “One no one has in all the years I have adorned this wall. Or the walls that came before. No one else has discovered why I was made.”

“And that is?” Cassie asked, with a raised eyebrow.

“To show a person their true self. And that is what I show to you now.”

“I…” Cassie stared at the woman, who stared back at her. She looked…like Cassie. There was no warping, no unflattering reflection, just her.

As she stared at her reflection, she began to understand why Byron was so scared of her changing.

After all, she wouldn’t want Byron to change. She was worried that he’d stop lecturing on obscure subjects when he was nervous. Or never pick her dandelions because of some deep meaning that only they knew. Or cease sticking to the routines that made him comfortable.

Byron had seen her as the mirror showed her now, without any of the flaws she saw in herself.

And now she needed to go and find the person who would complete her.

There was another knock at the door.

“Byron.” She whirled around. What must he think, waiting alone in the tavern, thinking she was going to stand him up? She hurried to the door, but as she opened it, someone stepped inside the store. Someone who wasn’t Byron.

“I’m sorry, the store is closed,” Cassie said as she eyed the intruder.

“I’m not here to shop,” the man said as he took another step toward her.

“Then why are you here?” Cassie asked as she prepared to summon her magic and eyed the phoenix wand on the wall behind him.

“I’m Oswald.” The man thrust his hand out toward her.

Cassie stared down at the offered hand and then looked up at Oswald. There was something familiar about him, but she could not quite place it. “Oswald.”

His smile was unnervingly charming, but Cassie could sense the undercurrent of something…darker.

“Byron’s cousin,” Oswald said as if reminding her of something she must already know.

“Oh, Oswald. Byron’s cousin,” Cassie repeated. The cousin Byron had never mentioned.

“I thought I would come and introduce myself and…give you a word of advice,” Oswald said, retracting his hand when she didn’t take it.

Cassie narrowed her eyes. “A word of advice?” Just the thing she loved most in this world, unsolicited advice from a perfect stranger. But she decided to give Oswald the benefit of the doubt since she didn’t want to upset her mate’s family. He was likely here to encourage her to go to his cousin in the same way her family had come by to persuade her to go and fix things with Byron.

“Oh yes,” Oswald continued, his voice a silky murmur. “You see, Byron is...well, bless his heart. He’s not very good at this whole romance thing, is he?”

Cassie couldn’t tell if that was supposed to be endearing or not. “He’s got his own way of being romantic, and he’s just wonderful the way he is.” She crossed her arms over her body.

Oswald chuckled, a sound that grated against Cassie’s nerves. “Of course, of course. But you see, dear Cassie, there are things about Byron you might not know. Things that could be...problematic.”

Cassie thought again about reaching for the phoenix wand and sending this man packing out of her store. Her emotions were frayed enough, she didn’t need this cousin of Byron’s causing any more complications.

She didn’t need anyone giving her advice on Byron since she already knew everything she needed to know about him. And that was that she loved him, and he loved her. “What are you trying to say, Oswald? Because I have somewhere I need to be.”

Oswald took another step closer and rested his hand on the crystal ball in the center of the shop. “If you could see the future, Cassie, you would know it ends in heartache. You see, Byron has lied to you.” He looked up and met Cassie’s eyes.

“Has he?” Cassie’s eyes flickered to the crystal ball as it swirled, a scene beginning to unfold.

“He told you he is your mate…because he needs an heir.” Oswald’s words knocked the air from her lungs.

“An heir,” she croaked as the scene in the crystal ball unfolded, unbeknownst to Oswald as he tried to demand her full attention. The image of Oswald, and a woman who was holding a child, emerged from the swirling magic.

“Yes, you see his family…our family is bound to tradition. And that tradition states that the family fortune goes to a male heir…” Oswald began.

“Isn’t that a bit outdated?” Cassie asked. “Surely there should be a change in the law so that a female has the same rights as a male.”

“I don’t make these rules,” Oswald said smugly. “But I am bound by them, just as he is. That’s why he’s come to Wishing Moon Bay. To find someone to produce him an heir. And since Byron has been unable to find his mate and spawn an heir, when Byron dies, the family fortune will belong to me and then pass to my son. Byron is desperate to avoid this. And so he has told you that he is his mate.”

“You’re saying that I am not Byron’s mate?” Cassie asked.

“I know it must be hard to hear,” Oswald said. “Whoever would think of faking a mate for inheritance purposes?”

“Who indeed?” Cassie watched as an image of Oswald appeared in the crystal ball.

“I mean I would not put it past Byron to fake a child, too,” Oswald went on confidently. “I am here to keep a close eye on him so that he doesn’t sneak in a child that is not his simply to keep control of the family fortune.”

“You mean offer a child that is not his as an heir?” Cassie’s eyes narrowed and she glanced toward the crystal ball and then raised her gaze to Oswald. If what she saw in the crystal ball was true, and it had never given her a reason to doubt its authenticity before, Oswald had just described exactly what he had done.

“Yes.” Oswald removed his hand from the crystal ball and rubbed his fingers together as if to get rid of dust. “I wanted you to be aware of Byron’s true nature. And true motives.”

“Oh, I know Byron’s true nature,” Cassie told him.”

“He’s not your mate, you know,” Oswald said as she ushered him toward the door. “Byron has lied to you!”

“Do you know if there is one thing I have realized today, it’s that Byron has always spoken the truth to me. Even when it was a truth I did not want to hear.” She smiled at Oswald as she locked the store door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a date with my mate! And it is not fake!”


Chapter Twenty-Seven – Byron

“Morwenna!” Byron jumped to his feet and strode toward the bar. “I need the tavern door opened now!”

“And what do you expect me to do about it?” Morwenna asked.

“There must be a way,” Byron said, his voice less demanding.

“I don’t know if you have been following the competition closely, but if you had, you will have noticed that the tavern only allows noncompetitors inside after the trial has ended.” Morwenna locked eyes with him, her gaze calculating.

“So, if I forfeit the trial, then Amelia and Jerome will win by default, and the tavern door will open,” Byron murmured.

“And all my lovely paying customers will flood in and buy my beautiful bread beer.” Morwenna clasped her hands together with a beatific smile on her face.

“You’re saying that to open the door, I need to forfeit the trial?” Byron asked.

“Perhaps.” Morwenna shrugged. “I do not make up the rules.”

“What about the Regulars? They got in here.” Byron pointed at Harry and Burt.

“I don’t make up the rules,” Morwenna repeated, a little less innocently.

“And most of the time there have not been any rules,” Harry said. “From what Stan has told us,” he quickly added when he saw Morwenna’s eyes narrow at him.

So that is our choice? Byron’s dragon asked.

Forfeit the competition and lose any chance of Cassie gaining the life-changing sagely knowledge she desires. Or wait here for an eternity for our mate. Who may or may not ever want to see us again, Byron said.

He turned and walked back toward the door, his head down as he pondered what he should do. As he reached the door, he placed his hand on it.

Whoomph! The door flew open and nearly knocked him off his feet.

“Byron! You truly are a gentleman,” Cassie told him with a smile as she stepped inside the tavern, a paper bag in her hand. “How did you even know I was coming? Did you sense me and rush to open the door for me?”

“Quick, Nancy, now’s our chance.” Stan grabbed hold of Nancy’s hand and dragged her through the tavern door before it had a chance to shut them out again.

“Cassie?” Byron let go of the door and followed her as she headed for the table he had set out for them with the help of the Regulars.

“Roses.” She stepped closer to the table and reached out to touch the delicate petals.

“I-I wanted to make this evening special. For you,” Byron stammered. “But I wasn’t sure whether to get a single rose or a bouquet or if you wanted any…”

“They are beautiful, Byron,” she murmured as she leaned forward and inhaled their scent. “And they are what I have always wanted.”

You got it right! his dragon said, sounding impressed.

“And you are right, they need to be carefully tended to, a little like love,” she said as she picked up the bouquet of roses, the water from their stems dripping on the tavern floor. “But unlike our love, they only bloom for a short time before they wilt away.”

Byron risked a small smile. “Our love will never wilt. It will light up the night sky, just like the stars. It won’t be bound by time. It’ll endure beyond seasons, beyond lifetimes.”

“Songs will be written about our love.” Cassie’s eyes misted with tears as she held the bouquet, her fingers brushing delicately over the petals. “Not necessarily good ones…but songs all the same.”

Byron chuckled and closed the distance between them, wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her close.

Do not crush the roses! his dragon roared.

Got it covered, Byron said as he carefully closed his hand around them and moved them to the side, before he dipped his head and kissed Cassie’s lips. A kiss that sealed their fate. At last.

“Now, shall we all sit down for our most romantic dinner? Not that I’m trying to rush you, but I’m so close to having my tavern back.” Morwenna scraped a chair across the flagstone floor. “Sit. Sit.”

“I…” Byron glanced at Stan and Nancy, who were watching them, and then at Cassie.

What are we supposed to do? Byron asked.

“You…?” She arched a questioning eyebrow at him.

“I said that Stan could wine and dine Nancy since he upset her at the last trial,” Byron blurted out.

There’s that honesty shining through again, his dragon said sarcastically.

“You gave up the date you’d spent so long setting up so that Stan could apologize to Nancy?” Cassie asked.

“I did,” he admitted. “But it wasn’t all me, it was very much a team effort.” He nodded to Stan.

“Why, Byron, I think that is one of the most romantic things I have ever heard,” Cassie said with a smile.

“You do?” Byron asked, unsure if this was a joke or if Cassie was quietly seething at him.

“Besides, we don’t need it anyway,” Cassie told him.

“Morwenna!” Amelia leaped up with a hand raised. “If Cassie and Byron give up their table to Stan and Nancy, does that mean they forfeit the competition?”

“Why, Amelia,” Cassie began as she glanced at the romantic date Amelia and Jerome had set up, with its glistening candles and perfectly arranged flowers, delicate China, and meticulously folded napkins. Not to mention the soft melody of violins emanating from their table that had no earthly source. “Are you afraid that you might not win the competition if we sat down to our romantic date?”

“No.” Amelia sidled up to Jerome and slipped her hand into his. “It’s obvious we are the most romantic couple. After all, we are the only couple present who has not had a lover’s tiff.”

“Ah,” Stan said. “But love is about passion. And sometimes passion sparks conflict. And isn’t it those little tiffs that make you feel as if you’re truly alive and in love?”

Nancy looked at Stan, then nodded. “Stan’s right. It’s the making up that counts.”

Amelia huffed, her face turning a delicate shade of pink. “Well, I assure you that our passion doesn’t require theatrics.”

“And our love does not require life-changing sagely knowledge,” Cassie said. “You can have it.”

“It doesn’t?” Byron asked.

“No.” She set the roses down on the table and threaded her hands around his neck. “Our lives have already been changed. And the knowledge we have both gained is that we already have exactly what we need.”

“We do,” Byron said and cracked a wide smile.

“So, Stan, Nancy, enjoy your romantic meal. Amelia, Jerome, congratulations on your victory, I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

Ouch! Byron’s dragon said.

“And Byron.” She held up the bag she had been carrying. “This is for you.”

“You bought me a gift?” Byron asked.

“I did.” She handed him the bag. “Shall we sit at the bar?”

“We shall,” Byron said as he accepted the bag from his mate.

“So, just to confirm!” Amelia’s voice carried across the tavern. “You have forfeited the competition?”

“Wait!” Stan rushed forward. “Before you answer, are you sure? I don’t want you doing this for me and Nancy. We can go and dine somewhere else.”

“No, Stan. You and Nancy enjoy your evening. Byron and I will be just fine.” Cassie smiled up at him and his heart fluttered in his chest like a thousand dragon wings taking flight.

“Did I ever tell you how much I love you?” Byron asked as he set the bag down on the bar.

“You told me you loved me, but not how much,” Cassie said as she climbed onto a stool.

“I love you to the moon and back,” Byron finished, his voice soft and sincere. “I could tell you precisely just how many miles that is.”

Original, his dragon said dryly.

“And I love you as deep as the ocean and as high as the sky,” Cassie replied, her eyes reflecting the flicker of the candlelight as Burt slid a candle along the bar toward them. “Now, open your gift before it gets cold.”

Byron raised a questioning eyebrow, and he reached out to grasp her hand, feeling the electric warmth of her touch. Then he dropped a kiss on the back of her hand before he opened the bag with a sense of anticipation. “My favorite sandwich!”

The smell of the meatball sandwich from Bella Incantesimo was unmistakable.

“I cast a spell to hide the aroma,” Cassie explained. “To make it more of a surprise.”

“Thank you,” Byron said as Harry slid a plate toward him.

“And there’s more,” Cassie said.

Byron looked inside the bag. There were two pieces of sweet potato brownies. “My favorite food.”

“For my favorite person,” Cassie said, resting her head on his shoulder as Burt slid the vase of roses along the bar.

“I should have gotten you sushi,” Byron whispered as she placed his hand on hers. “I spent so much time trying to think of the most romantic meal when I should have just ordered your favorite.”

“Coming right up,” Harry said as he finished seating Stan and Nancy and rushed to the back room behind the bar. “Flint, prepare two servings of smoked salmon and one raw portion wrapped in rice and seaweed.”

“Amateurs,” Morwenna muttered. “No one’s ever prepared for these things anymore.” She gave a short, short whistle and a throng of imps descended onto the bar.

Morwenna opened a drawer and pulled out a wide metal bowl, filled with rice, along with a stand on which she placed the bowl, and lit a candle beneath it. Then she opened another drawer, which looked an awful lot like a filing cabinet, and after flicking through for a moment, she pulled out sheets of seaweed, which the imps began to cover with the rice.

“Someone ordered smoked salmon and…raw salmon?” Flint stepped out from the back room, laden with plates.

“That’s for table number two.” Harry relieved him of the two servings of smoked salmon and headed for Stan and Nancy, while the imps got to work cutting the raw fish and cucumber stick up and swiftly assembling rolls of maki, even going so far as to dust seasoning over in flybys and dripping soy sauce that seemed to be stored on the overhead rack along with the spirits.

Byron looked at Morwenna with a mix of awe and gratitude. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you,” Morwenna said. “Since we can now announce the winner of the couple’s competition. Amelia and Jerome, congratulations! Please make your way to the host table where you will receive your grand prize.”

Morwenna’s announcement caught Amelia off guard, as she was spooning oysters into her mouth. She grabbed a napkin and dabbed at her mouth, but Jerome was already out of his seat and heading for the host table, which slid across the floor into the center of the room at Morwenna’s command.

“What a gentleman,” Cassie murmured as an imp slid a pair of chopsticks into her hand and helped herself to the magical sushi. “Oh, this is good. Try some?”

“Sure.” Byron opened his mouth as she picked up a piece of sushi and carefully placed it in his mouth. “It is good.”

“Really?” she asked.

“I prefer my sandwich,” he admitted and took a large bite. “But the sushi is really good.”

“Take a hike!” Jerome’s voice boomed across the tavern. “I went through all this to be told to take a hike?”

Cassie nearly choked on her sushi and Byron patted her on the back as she coughed, tears streaming down her face. “That is so funny.”

“Are you making this up?” Jerome demanded of Morwenna.

“The witch behind the bar shall not be held responsible for a disappointing competitor’s experience. Said competitor should have tempered their expectations,” Morwenna retorted with a serene smile, her eyes glimmering with amusement. “That was definitely in the small print. Next!”

Jerome glared at Morwenna, but when he opened his mouth to retort, she held up her finger and shook her head, silencing him.

“Okay. Life-changing wisdom. I can’t wait to have a revelation. An epiphany even!” Amelia rolled her shoulders as she approached the host table. “Don’t delay when we say…two for one taco Tuesday?” Her brow wrinkled as she reread it. “Two for one taco Tuesday. I don’t understand.”

Ting!

Morwenna produced her tiny cymbal. “The way of the tavern is shrouded in mystery,” Morwenna said, her voice taking on her Zen master tone.

But to Byron, there was one thing that was not a mystery anymore. His brand of romance might be…well, off-brand. However, it had not stopped him from finding the love of his life.

And now he might just have a chance to save his family’s fortune and their ancestral home. Thanks to a tavern.


Epilogue

“Good morning.” Byron kissed Cassie’s neck and inhaled her scent. She made his mouth water, and he longed to kiss every inch of her body. But the light streaming in from the window told him they did not have time for a leisurely morning of making love.

“Good morning.” She turned in his arms and cupped his face in her hands. “I love it here.”

“So do I.” He bent his head and captured her lips in a gentle kiss. His tongue slipped into her mouth, tasting the sweetness of her. He was sure he would never tire of kissing her. As he slid his hand under her nightgown and cupped her breast, she giggled. Not the reaction he was going for.

“I did not mean here in bed,” she said as their kiss broke. “I meant here on Cairnnor. The light is different somehow.”

“It’s the mountains,” Byron said.

“What?” She wrinkled her brow in confusion.

“The mountains.” He looked out the window toward the distant peaks. “They reflect the light differently, bend it in ways that make everything seem...magical.”

Cassie smiled, drawing his attention back to her. “Magical, huh?”

“Lately, I have seen the magic in everything around me,” Byron said.

“And what magic do you see right now?” Cassie nestled closer into his side, her fingers tracing lazy circles on his chest.

Byron brushed a finger down her cheek, his touch featherlight. “I see magic in your smile, in the way your eyes light up when you’re happy. I see it in every little thing you do.”

Cassie stared up at his face. “My, Byron, you might be starting to live up to your name after all.”

Byron smothered a smile. “I thought it was a little cheesy.”

“Don’t spoil the moment,” she told him and slid a hand down between their bodies, curling her fingers around his shaft. He was already hard, and her touch sent shivers down his spine. Byron groaned softly, his breath hitching as he pressed against her palm.

“Cassie,” he murmured. Byron placed his hand gently over hers and closed his eyes, savoring the sensations flooding his body.

“Byron,” she whispered against his ear and then captured it with her mouth, her teeth grazing the sensitive skin. Byron’s breath hitched again, and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her even closer as her hand moved in slow, tantalizing strokes.

He wanted her. Damn, he always wanted her. Sometimes, when he lay awake next to her in their bed, he wondered how he had survived without her by his side. She completed him in so many ways.

And more than that, she got him. She understood him like no one else ever had.

He slipped his hand under her nightgown and rubbed his finger over the taut bud of her nipple. Cassie gasped, and Byron cupped her breast in his hand. She kissed him deeply, her tongue dueling with his, and Byron knew he would never tire of kissing her. As long as they lived, he would need her kisses to sustain him.

But he wanted to do more than kiss her. He wanted to claim her.

Pushing her nightgown up, he broke their kiss and lowered his head, capturing her breast with his mouth. His tongue teased the hardened nipple circling around and around until she writhed beneath him. She tasted sweet and salty, and Byron loved the way she moaned when he flicked his tongue over the sensitive bud.

Reaching down between their bodies, Byron ran his thumb over the nub at the apex of her thighs. Cassie gasped, her body arching off the bed and into his touch. She was already wet, and he groaned against her breast as he pushed two fingers inside her. Cassie whimpered, and Byron continued to torture her breast as his fingers slid in and out of her.

Her hand tightened around his shaft, and Byron knew that if she didn’t stop soon, he wouldn’t be able to control himself. Pulling back, he glanced at her face. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes gleamed with desire.

Byron didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone as beautiful as she was in that moment.

He kissed her lips and pulled his fingers out of her. Cassie’s hips lifted, seeking his touch.

Shifting his weight, he eased her legs apart and positioned himself between them. She was ready for him, her body eager for him. Byron kissed her again, savoring the taste of her mouth on his.

When he thrust forward, driving deep inside her, he was not prepared for the sheer pleasure that flooded his body. Byron moaned, his hips moving faster as his tongue entwined with hers. They were connected in every possible way, and it made his heart ache with love and longing.

Cassie broke their kiss, her finger and thumb tweaking his nipple before she licked it with the flat of her tongue. She knew exactly how to drive him wild, and Byron drove deeper still the pressure building. He knew he would not last long. She shifted her weight, wrapped her legs around his waist, and angled her hips to take him even deeper.

As he moved within her, Byron found it impossible to tear his eyes away from her. There was something so arousing about watching her expression as he claimed her. The way her eyes closed and her teeth dug into her lower lip, while her hands gripped the sheets beneath them. He slowed, circling his hips, stretching her wider. Cassie moaned and tightened her muscles, clamping down on his shaft.

Byron couldn’t hold back any longer. He grabbed her hips, driving into her over and over. She clung to him, her nails digging into his back, her gasps and moans urging him on. Byron felt his orgasm approaching and his whole body tensed as he gave one final thrust, spilling his seed into her.

Cassie’s inner walls convulsed around him as she cried out, her orgasm taking her over the edge. Byron buried his face in her hair, breathing in her scent. He could have stayed here with her forever.

A cry pierced the air, shattering their moment of intimacy.

Byron’s head snapped up. “He’s awake.”

Cassie rolled away from him and inched over to the edge of the bed. “He certainly knows how to get our attention.”

Byron chuckled. “In his defense, he doesn’t have to try too hard. Let me get him.”

Byron pulled on his pants and stepped into the adjoining room where their baby boy, Spenser, cooed from his crib. The instant Spenser saw Byron, his tiny face lit up with a gummy smile, his chubby arms reaching up toward his father. Byron’s heart swelled with a mixture of pride and love as he scooped the little one into his arms.

“There’s my little dragon,” Byron murmured softly, gently rocking Spenser back and forth. He kissed the top of Spenser’s head, the scent of sweet baby shampoo filling his senses. Cassie appeared at the doorway, her eyes soft as she watched Byron with their son.

“He’s adorable when he wakes up,” she said, walking over to join them, her fingers brushing against Byron’s arm. “And you...you’re pretty adorable yourself, you know that?”

Byron smiled sheepishly. “I try,” he said, his voice filled with a tenderness that only Cassie could bring out in him. “But nothing competes with this little one.”

Cassie leaned closer, resting her head on Byron’s shoulder as she reached out to stroke Spenser’s cheek. “I still can’t believe how lucky we are to have him and each other.” Her voice was soft, almost a whisper, as if saying it too loudly would break the spell of their perfect little family.

Byron turned slightly to kiss Cassie’s forehead, his lips lingering there as he closed his eyes, savoring the moment. “Me neither.”

Nor me, his dragon said happily.

“Come here.” Cassie held out her arms and Byron handed Spenser to her. “I’ll feed him while you go and make breakfast.”

“Breakfast coming up.” Byron tickled Spenser under the chin and then backed out of the room as Cassie sat down in the chair in the corner of the nursery.

Before the competition at The Lonely Tavern, before he met Cassie, he’d accepted that he would never raise his child in this house. That he would never cradle his own son or daughter in his arms in the same nursery where his mom and dad had cradled him.

But how wrong he was.

Who would have thought that a fake date could have turned into something so real, his dragon said.

Or that Oswald was the one faking it all along, Byron gnashed his teeth together at the thought of his cousin’s lies.

Thanks to Cassie’s crystal ball, Oswald’s visit to The Fickle Cauldron had revealed the truth about Byron’s cousin. Oswald had not met his mate and the boy he claimed was his heir, and heir to the family fortune, was not even his.

Dirty rotten faker, his dragon, ground out.

But then they also owed him a debt of gratitude. If Oswald had not concocted this whole fake mate thing, and fake heir, then Byron might never have followed Sophie’s advice and come to Wishing Moon Bay. He might never have stepped foot in the tavern that fateful night.

He might never have found his beloved Cassie.

“Ah, there you are, Byron,” his mom said as Byron entered the kitchen. “I thought I heard the little one was awake.”

“He cries so loud, I’m sure the whole of Cairnnor knows he is awake,” Byron said.

“And it’s the sweetest sound,” his mom said. “Coffee?”

“Please.” Byron glanced at the wide clock on the kitchen wall. The same clock that had ticked away the seconds of his childhood, now marking time for a new generation. “We’re running late. I’ll make Cassie tea to go.”

“Ah, your trip to Wishing Moon Bay,” his mom said.

“Yes. It’s already been a year since the couples’ competition and the Regulars want to celebrate with a get-together.”

“And what a year it’s been. A wedding, a baby…” His mom handed him a cup of coffee. “You sit and drink that while I make Cassie some tea.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Byron took the cup and settled into one of the wooden chairs at the kitchen table. The chair creaked familiarly under his weight, and he smiled at the memory of all the meals and conversations that had taken place around this very table.

His mother bustled about, setting a kettle on the stove and selecting Cassie’s favorite tea blend from the wooden tea caddy, intricately carved with a scale motif. There was so much of his family’s history in this house.

And so much history for us to make, his dragon said.

Joy filled Byron, and as Cassie came downstairs with Spenser in her arms, he felt compelled to break into…poetry.

Oh, no! His dragon lay his head down on the ground and covered it with his wings.

Byron stood and cleared his throat. “She Works in Magic,

She works in magic, with a smile so bright,

In jeans and boots, she’s pure delight;

A blue shirt wrapped in daily grind,

Her headscarf holds her hair confined;

Yet spells misfire and potions spill,

Her charm remains my heart’s sweet thrill.

Her shop, The Fickle Cauldron’s name,

With trinkets wild and charms untamed;

Malfunctions spark, yet still she tries,

In every spell, a sweet surprise;

Our son, a wonder, more precious than gold,

In her embrace, a love untold.

One wand misplaced, one potion wrong,

Yet in her heart, where I belong;

A witch whose magic may go awry,

But perfect she is, in my eye;

For Cassie, love, in work boots stands,

Her magic woven through our hands.”

“Oh, Byron,” his mom said, all misty-eyed.

“Oh, Byron,” Cassie said, an amused smile on her face.

Oh, Byron, his dragon shook his head in dismay.

“That was perfect,” his mom gushed.

“It was very me,” Cassie said as she came to him and kissed his cheek. “And very you.”

“I love you, Cassie,” Byron murmured. “And I love you, too.” He kissed Spenser on the cheek.

Maybe when they reached The Lonely Tavern, he might whisper a thank you to its walls, whether it heard him or not.

But part of Byron was sure it did. That it was a thinking, feeling being of some kind.

With the heart of a poet, his dragon said.

Indeed, Byron answered.
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