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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    My dear children, 
 
    If you are reading this, I’m likely dead. If that is the case, I would have you all know that the subject of this letter was responsible. 
 
     I’ve hired my estate attorney to deliver this private letter to you all. By now, you have each received your monetary inheritance. But I ask you all not to forget your legacy. Though you were all born human and walk the earth as men or women, you are all descendants of Drakkon, with the blood of the ancients in your veins. As the White genus, our duty as peacekeepers is in grave danger. There are some, even among the Council of Elders, who want to rule the sky once again. Imagine a world of fire-breathers and humans living together. As an Elder, I lived during such a time and death ruled the scorched land. It’s likely that almost everyone you know, your family and friends, would not survive the reign of fire.  
 
    As you all know, (and I should hope you do,) the Phoenix Amber is the only source of transformation and it can only be used twice in a lifetime. Because the Elders have all transformed from Drakkon to men, they will not use it again because they could never be men again. The magical gem has its limitations. But there is an ancient Drakkon story that foretells of one who will restore fire-breathers to the sky without the help of any gem. He will use his blood, for he is both Drakkon and man. His “descendants” will both walk the earth and rule the sky. 
 
    As I write this, I believe the one the tale spoke of is alive in your midst. A human boy who hatched from the egg of a Drakkon. Yes, that’s right. A Gold Drakkon. He is the first of his brood in thousands of years, and an anomaly the Council of Elders knows little about. What Gold had laid him? Why did none of us know of her? Is he the one with the power in his blood to make Drakkon kings over men? Jarakan is the oldest on the Council and he doesn’t recall seeing a Gold in his lifetime. All we know are the tales of the last known Gold, a female that had been cursed for killing a Green and buried in the earth, never to reach the stars. Some of the Elders wonder if she somehow returned from the soil and brought forth this creature of earth and sky. We know nothing of the blood that runs in his veins or the power therein, or if he is the one the lore speaks of. But he must be! He will bring back Drakkon! Think of what it would mean to everyone you know and love. You must find him. You must stop him if you want to live. 
 
    I dread such chaos in the sky again and charge you all to end this threat once and for all.  
 
    Your father,  
 
    Patrick White 
 
    The young girl shoved the letter from her father in her pocket when the front doors opened. She’d read the letter a million times in the three years since a copy of it was presented to her. 
 
    She watched from behind the great banister as a procession of men and women filed into her half-brother’s spacious home nestled in the Highlands of Arran in Scotland. Many were armed with bows and quivers of golden-tipped arrows strapped to their backs. Some smiled while others stared somberly at their boots. They all looked exhausted and hungry. She imagined killing dragons was hard work.  
 
    When were they going to let her hunt? Her aim with an arrow was sure. She practiced every day. She was ready! 
 
    “Helena!” 
 
    She turned from where she was sitting to see Jacob, her only full-blood brother, hurrying toward her. 
 
    “They killed a White Drakkon!” he said, out of breath and crouching beside her. “It was Thomas White!” 
 
    “Then Hendrick was right to suspect him of harboring the Gold!” The Gold her father spoke of in his letter. The one the Elders feared was prophesied about in the ancient tale. The Gold that had killed her father.  
 
    “I heard the others talking about it,” Jacob told her. “They said the Drakkon burned six of our half-brothers and half-sisters before the rest shot him down.” 
 
    “Monster,” Helena whispered with loathing tainting her soft voice. Her father had sired many offspring during the fifteen centuries he’d lived as a man. After his death, his children obeyed his last request and formed a secret organization called The Bane. Their purpose was to stop the Gold from repopulating the world with Drakkon. They dedicated their lives to hunting him and the monsters he transformed. They had begun to believe their father had been wrong after eight years passed since his death with no sign of any transformations. But in the last month, they’d taken down two. Tonight’s being the third. 
 
    “Come on!” He tugged her sleeve. “Let’s go down and listen to more.” 
 
    She followed him down the stairs and quickly blended into the crowd in the grand dining hall. The guests were her family, half-siblings from different generations. She and Jacob were the youngest, the most recent to spring from Padgora of the Sixth’s loins. They both shared their father’s pale, almost white hair to prove it.  
 
    “Where are you two off to?”  
 
    Helena looked up at her half-brother, Hendrick. He’d brought her and Jacob to live with him three years ago, taking them from the nurses and teachers who’d raised them. Their lives, from that day on, revolved around the art of Drakkon hunting. One day, they would join The Bane and help save mankind against annihilation.                
 
    “Is it true, Hendrick?” she asked him. “Did you kill another Drakkon?” 
 
    “Yes, Helena, it’s true. Did you practice your violin today?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. She practiced every day. Hendrick included many lessons in her tutoring. A person, he often told her, didn’t make a living hunting Drakkon.  
 
    “Was he very big?” she asked. Oh, she wished she’d been there to see for herself. 
 
    “He was bigger than this damn house,” Albert, another half-brother from Dover, answered, wiping his pale brow with a cloth as he passed them.  
 
    Helena couldn’t imagine a monster so gigantic. She was going to have to practice harder. If she was going to face one, she wanted to be prepared. 
 
    “Did he turn into a man after you killed him, like the others did?” she asked, curious about the little she knew. 
 
    “The others,” her brother reminded, “were boys, not men.” 
 
    “Boys,” Hendrick said as he turned a flinty gaze to Jacob, “with twelve foot wingspans and talons that could have ripped you to shreds. They weren’t children. They were Drakkon. Pity will get you burned…or eaten alive.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Helena’s half-sister, three generations removed, sighed out. “How could Thomas have allowed that beast to turn him? He was a White! One of our own! How many others have gone to the Gold to be transformed?”  
 
    “We should have a moment of silence for Thomas,” someone else called out. “He was an Elder. Now he’s lying dead in Hendrick’s guest house.”  
 
    “He was a traitor.” 
 
    “He chose his death when he chose to fly and breathe fire,” Hendrick reminded them all. “He’ll be burned and buried in the morning.” 
 
    Helena turned to look at Jacob when he moved away and began pushing his way out of the hall. She caught up with him quickly and tugged on his arm. “You mustn’t let Hendrick think you have sympathy for the fire-breathers,” she whispered close to his ear. “You don’t, do you? Remember the Gold killed father.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for certain,” her brother reminded her. 
 
    She knew Drakkon killed her father because, according to sources, the windows in her father’s luxury penthouse, from which he plunged, were shattered to bits. Her father’s bow lay scattered on the floor. At what had he shot one of his gold-tipped arrows? Since there had been no other Drakkon alive during that time, it had to have been the Gold. 
 
    Jacob stared into her eyes, the same shade of deep sapphire as his. His gaze searched hers for a moment. And then, as if not finding what he sought, he turned and continued toward the kitchen. “It wasn’t enough that they killed a White, Helena. They will shame him with a cursed burial, as well. He died as Drakkon. He shouldn’t be put to the ground.” 
 
    Helena glanced around in the dark, hoping no one had lingered outside and heard him. If Hendrick thought that Jacob was a sympathizer, he’d put Jacob out. Where would her brother go? Would she go with him? 
 
    “Remember what father said in his letter,” she insisted. “If Drakkon ruled the sky, it would be the end of everyone we know and love. We cannot feel sorry for them. They won’t care when they’re charring anyone in their path.” 
 
    He shook his head but said nothing more. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To the guest house,” he replied 
 
    Helena knew they shouldn’t, but she wanted to see the man who’d been a Drakkon earlier today. She followed her brother along the moonlit path, glad that the guest house wasn’t too far beyond the trees. It was cold and she hadn’t taken her coat. She saw the chimney of the smaller house up ahead and began to hurry toward it. She didn’t get far, stopping at a slight breeze that lifted her white hair away from her face. Such a breeze was nothing out of the ordinary on the isle. This one, though, was warm, several degrees warmer than the cool autumn night. At the sound of flapping wings somewhere overhead, the hair on the back of her neck rose off her skin. Her heartbeat began to drum hard and fast in her ears. She looked up at the starlit sky then darted her eyes to Jacob, who had also stopped at the sound. “It’s getting louder,” she whispered, terrified, and hating herself for it. Here she was, possibly about to see a real Drakkon and she was shaking. “Is it…one of them?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he allowed, sounding just as afraid while he looked up. “I’ve never heard one before.” 
 
    And why shouldn’t they be frightened? If a Drakkon didn’t burn you alive, it could swoop low and chomp down its fangs and eat you. It had happened to members of The Bane when they’d taken down the first two young Drakkons. Helena didn’t want to die. 
 
    The sound grew louder, like a litany of echoed warnings resonating through her, chilling her blood. “We should go,” she whispered urgently to her brother. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, his eyes widening at a sight in the distance behind her. “We should run.” He grasped her by the hand and charged toward the cover of trees. “Run!” 
 
    Her shoes pounded the leaf-strewn ground until they came to the thick trunk of an old oak and hid behind it. She tried to slow her heart, but it was no use. She had to look. She had to see, so she pressed her cheek to the bark and risked a glance. 
 
    Her heart slowed. It felt as if it stopped altogether.  
 
    The Drakkon’s golden scales glittered like living flames against the backdrop of a million stars. Long, leathery wings swallowed up the wind and carried its body, at least fifteen feet long from the tip of its spiked tail to the beast’s rounded snout. If she didn’t know what it was or the threat it posed to the world, she would have considered it the most beautiful creature she’d ever seen. 
 
    It was the Gold. For a fleeting instant, she wished it would fly away and never return before someone from The Bane shot him down.  
 
    What was it doing here? Her mouth went dry as the beast veered and flew toward the main house. “Jacob!” she said, her eyes filling with terror and tears as the reason became clear. 
 
    Revenge for killing Thomas White? She cried out and covered her mouth with her hands as the Drakkon reared back its head and exhaled a blast of fire down on the house. She watched, her eyes alight from the flames engulfing her home and everyone inside it. Anyone who escaped the house was quickly scorched in a seemingly endless assault of fire. Not an arrow was shot. No one had time to defend themselves. 
 
    Helena didn’t want to watch but she couldn’t look away. The Gold was killing her family, just as he killed her father, burning her home to the ground. She could only stare, horrified at the monster hovering above its destruction. If it had arrived sooner, she and Jacob would have been inside with the others, unaware of the monster coming for them. The house was gone, along with half her half-siblings in a matter of minutes. 
 
    What could a hundred of them do? A thousand? How would anyone stop him? 
 
    The Drakkon sniffed the air and then looked in their direction. Helena’s heart went silent. Had it seen them, heard them? They would never escape its fire.  
 
    Reaching around the tree, she grabbed hold of her brother’s hand and commanded herself to somehow not scream as the Gold flew toward them. 
 
    “It’s not coming for us,” Jacob said in a quiet voice.  
 
    He was right. The Gold soared over them to the guest house. When it reached the structure, it stretched out its long talons and tore the roof away, exposing everything inside. The beast looked inside for a long time, making no sound but that of its flapping. Finally, it dipped its thick forearm into the house, paused for another moment, and then flew away with Thomas White’s limp body clutched in its claws. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fourteen years later… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
        Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Helena White pulled up the sleeve of her red rain coat with her gloved pinkie and glanced down at her watch, 10:15. She was tired and the screeching guitar practice in another part of the club was grating on her last nerve. Jacob’s alternative rock band might have more fans than the Philharmonic, but the sound was nothing like the silken wails of Mozart on her violin. How much longer was she expected to stay?  
 
    “Is Jacob seeing anyone?” 
 
    “My guess would be yes,” Helena answered, returning her ruby red smile to a small group of her brother’s birthday guests, mainly women. “Probably more than one.” 
 
    Some of them actually looked hopeful. She’d had enough. She yanked up her collar, readying for a quick exit. There were so many more important things she could be doing right now. 
 
    “What’s he like?” asked one of his admirers. 
 
    Helena shifted her cobalt gaze to her brother across the room. He was surrounded by more women and she let out a small sigh. He was intelligent and crafty, with the courage of ten men. But what good was it doing him in the easy, laid-back life he’d chosen of playing guitar in a mediocre band? What good was it doing any of them? The Bane had all but dissolved. Only about forty members remained. There hadn’t been anything to hunt in over a decade. But that hadn’t stopped Helena from looking. Let the others betray their purpose for pleasure and power. Helena never would. She’d never forgotten the night the Gold Drakkon had taken everything from her. Her half-brother, Hendrick, his family, forty-two members of her family, swallowed up in a blazing inferno of revenge. 
 
    Her father. 
 
    So many dead at the hands of one Drakkon. Her father had been right to fear their return. Up until the sixth century, before he discovered the Phoenix Amber, her father had ruled the sky as Padgora of the Sixth, with wings, fire and scales. He’d given it all up to help mankind and convinced every other Drakkon to do the same. Helena didn’t know what her father had promised them or threatened them with. But with the help of the Phoenix Amber and its power to absorb Drakkon essence and replace it with human DNA, they all transformed and became men and women. Drakkon traded their scales for skin and their hoards for money. Needless to say, all the Elders were ridiculous wealthy. Since they were the first brood, they would remain immortal and never lose the ability to look into a person’s thoughts, but their children and all their descendants would live mortal lives.   
 
    That was how it had remained for ten centuries, until Thomas White and two village boys proved the Gold’s power and his willingness to use it. 
 
    He’d left no trail after that night. Every dragon sighting in the tabloids had proved to be false. It was as if the Gold had ceased to exist. All she’d learned was that after he’d been orphaned by The Bane, he’d been raised in the care of an Aqua. A twenty-first century transformed Drakkon, to be precise, altered by her father just twenty-two years ago. Marcus Aquara was living out his life like the other Elders—as a man, somewhere in England, married to a romance novelist named Samantha Montgomery. The Bane had watched Aquara’s home for years but there had never been another sighting of the Drakkon. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me.” She took a step to leave. “I need to be going.” 
 
    One of the women with a mane of auburn hair cascading down one side of her face grasped Helena’s arm to stop her. “Give him my number.”  
 
    Helena’s cool gaze settled on her until the girl let her go. Then, without a hint of the frustration she felt marring her tone, she said, “Why don’t you be direct and go give it to him yourself. Maybe he likes bold women.” 
 
    Instead of accepting the challenge to see to her own destiny, the redhead raked her gaze over Helena from foot to crown. When her eyes reached the top of Helena’s head, her smirk deepened a dimple on her left cheek. “Have you ever considered dying your hair? White is ghastly on you. It makes you look old and frail.”  
 
    Helena patted the tightly coiled, pearl-encrusted knots at the back of her nape and offered the redhead her most serene smile. She could show this girl how frail she was with a hard punch to the temple but the blood of the peacekeeping White Drakkon ran through her veins and her hair was a constant reminder.  
 
    “It’s a defect in our blood.”  
 
     “Simone, you’re not serious,” another girl with a British accent laughed, coming forward. She wore a black, sleeveless shift that fit to perfection. A nimbus of black curls fell over her high cheekbones to her nape. The shape of her large, blue-green eyes reminded Helena of a wild bird that had spotted its prey. “Are you really that much of an insecure child that you could stand here and say that? To her?”  
 
    She looked at Helena with a smile curling her red lips. “She should be glad you’re his sister and not her competition,” she said loud enough for the rest to hear. 
 
    Helena liked her. It took a strong mettle to step out of the crowd and stand strong against a nasty shrew. “She should be more worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m not competition,” the raven-haired beauty laughed and held up her hands. “I own the club. I know the regulars. Simone is here often. You intimidate her.” 
 
    “You bitch!” Simone strangled out. She moved forward but stopped almost immediately and looked about to faint at Jacob blocking her path. 
 
    “Simone, is it?” he asked, proving he’d been close by, listening. “Get me a drink and I’ll think about forgetting your insult to my sister and her friend.” He quirked his mouth at her. “I might even take your number.” 
 
    Simone didn’t speak but blushed as red as her hair, nodded, and then ran off, leaving Helena to shake her head. Was he that irresistible? He was her brother so, of course, she thought he was handsome. But women looked at him as if he were one of those sulky, bad-boy, Calvin Klein models. He loved the image and played it up to perfection. 
 
    “Ladies,” he said, turning to the rest, “give us a few minutes.” They dispersed into the crowd at his command. Without giving them a second glance, he set a much more meaningful smile on his sister. 
 
    “I think our hair is quite nice.” He came forward, his pale locks catching the light. “And so, I hear,” he said, turning his vivid, blue eyes on the club owner, “do you.” 
 
    “There’s certainly nothing wrong with it,” the woman said, keeping her composure quite admirably. Women tended to wilt into giggling, grinning puddles around him. 
 
    “Jacob White,” he greeted, the curl of his mouth was almost too effortless. “You’ve already met my sister.” 
 
    Helena dropped her gaze from heaven and offered the current benefactor of Jacob’s unfailing charm a gracious smile. “We weren’t introduced. Helena White.” 
 
    “El Montgomery.”  
 
    Helena blinked but that was the only reaction to hearing the name. Montgomery. It would probably have meant nothing if not for Ms. Montgomery’s striking gaze. Aqua, like a blend of sea and sky. Aqua, like Marcus Aquara’s eyes. She’d met Mr. Aquara once. It was a memory she would prefer to forget.  
 
    “Thank you for stepping forward before.” She offered her hand, maintaining her smile. 
 
    “It’s nothing anyone else couldn’t have done.”  
 
    Helena nodded. “But they didn’t.” 
 
    Could El Montgomery be related to the Gold? Could she be The Bane’s only lead in years? If she was Marcus Aquara’s daughter then the Gold was her foster brother. 
 
    “Do you play?” Miss Montgomery asked, looking at the small case dangling from Helena’s hand. 
 
    “She’s a classical violinist with the Philharmonic,” Jacob answered proudly. 
 
    Helena smiled, but she really needed to talk to her brother before she left. “It was lovely meeting you, El, but I just stopped by to wish my brother Happy Birthday.” She offered El her phone. “Enter your contact. Maybe we could have lunch.”   
 
    “Or dinner,” Jacob added with a quirk of his lips. 
 
    “But you, Mr. White,” Miss Montgomery looked up from handing Helena back her phone and set her glassy green eyes on him, “don’t have my number.” 
 
    Helena didn’t like the way Jacob was looking at Miss Montgomery. Like she was a breath of fresh air. He wasn’t prepared to fend off a Drakkon, should she be one of the Gold’s transformed. They could walk among men or fly among the stars.  
 
    “Allow me to remedy that oversight.” Jacob slipped his phone from his back pocket and tapped it on.  
 
    Damn it! Helena wanted to pinch him. But then she saw Simone approaching and couldn’t help but smile at the furious glare the redhead cast her when she realized what El was doing. The desire for peace might run strong in Helena’s veins, but she was human.                
 
    “She might be one of the Gold’s transformed Drakkons,” Helena told her brother when he swept her out of Simone’s sights. 
 
    “Simone?” 
 
    Helena stared at him until he smiled. “El…Montgomery.” 
 
    “You say that as if I’m supposed to know something I obviously don’t.” 
 
    “If you practiced and researched the way you’re supposed to be doing, you would know. When was the last time you used your bow, your dagger, a sword?” 
 
    “Helena, this is the twenty-first century. I have a gun.” 
 
    “With gold bullets, Jacob? The only way to kill a Drakkon is with gold.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighed. “But there hasn’t been a Drakkon in the sky in a long time. We don’t even know who the Gold is or if he’s still alive.” 
 
    “We don’t know he’s dead, either,” she countered. “We trained our whole lives for this. We’re Drakkon hunters, not playboys, or business sharks, or gamblers, or whatever else our half-siblings are doing. We have a duty to our father, to humankind. You saw what the Gold did to--” 
 
    “All right. All right,” he gave in. “Why might El Montgomery be a Drakkon? And I hope you’re wrong. I would hate to shoot her if she turns.” 
 
    “If your bullets aren’t gold they’ll bounce off her scales,” Helena drawled. Really, he knew better. “I think she might be an Aqua. Did you notice her eyes?” 
 
    He nodded. “But everyone with teal eyes isn’t an Aqua just like some people with pale blonde hair like ours isn’t a White.” 
 
    “I know, but they’re different, like ours, like Marcus Aquara’s. Her name is Montgomery and here’s where you would know what that could mean if you were working instead of partying all the time. Samantha Montgomery is Aquara’s wife.” Finally, the weight of what she was telling him sank in. The beautiful woman he’d met tonight could be the Gold’s sister.  
 
    “Why didn’t you ask her if Samantha was her mother?” 
 
    “And let her know I’m on to her? If she’s one of them, then she knows about the Whites and The Bane. I want to talk with her more.” 
 
    “It could be dangerous,” he warned her. 
 
    “I can handle myself.” 
 
    “Against a Drakkon?” 
 
    “If I need to, yes. Unlike you, I practice my skills every day.” 
 
    He laughed and drew her in for a tight embrace. “I’ll practice more, I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Happy Birthday, and stay away from would-be Drakkon, please. Don’t call her. Promise?” 
 
    He nodded. “Thanks for coming. I know you hate these things.”  
 
    She watched him return to the club, throwing him a quick kiss when he called out over his shoulder, “Love you.” She loved him, too. But she wanted to smack better sense into his head. She was afraid for him. What if the Gold had already transformed many, like, possibly, El Montgomery? People who hid their scales, waiting for the right time to fill the sky? Jacob would never survive a Drakkon war. None of them would. 
 
    She bit her lip while she hailed a cab. 
 
    They had to find the Gold and stop him. But how? Neither the Elders nor The Bane knew the Gold’s name or his exact age, what he looked like, or where he lived…if he still did. 
 
    The ride to her apartment on West Twenty-first in Manhattan didn’t take long. She was excited. They’d had no leads, until now. Maybe.   
 
    She didn’t wait long once she got home to wriggle out of her coat, put away her violin, and hurry to her computer. There had to be something, somewhere on El Montgomery. Fifteen minutes later, she hadn’t found anything. She tried variations of the name. Elle, Elsie, Elise, Eleanor—Eleanor Montgomery! Owner of Gaels Nightclub on Fourteenth!  
 
    Helena clicked the first link and smiled when El’s picture popped up. She read, carrying her laptop with her to the kitchen to brew a cup of coffee. While she waited, she checked more links. Nothing important. She clicked the next one. The less she found of a personal content, the more convinced she was that El was related to Samantha Montgomery. What were they hiding? She reached for her cup and banged her knee on the cabinet. This kitchen was too small. Her apartment might be cute, but cooking in it was hell. Returning to her desk, she sipped her drink and clicked on an older article, an interview Ms. Montgomery had done when her club had first opened. What was this? One of the questions was what did the name Gaels mean? Her answer made Helena’s heart pound. 
 
    The club belongs to my brother, Garion, and me. I just put the first two letters of our names together. 
 
    Garion? Could that be him? Garion the Gold? She set the laptop down on the desk as if it burned her hands. Had she found him? Should she call Jacob? Jarakan? No, not yet, she told herself pulling out her chair. She didn’t know if she was right. This could all lead to nothing. Oh, but she’d searched too long to let go of even the slightest shred of hope.  
 
    Moving in closer to the screen, she read, her fingers trembling with anticipation. 
 
    There was nothing else. 
 
    She typed Garion Montgomery into her search engine. Nothing came up. She sighed and blew into her coffee. A thought came to her and she nearly flung away her cup. She’d been searching for what she didn’t know when she should be using what she did know. She typed Gaels Nightclub and the brother and sister’s first names. After another half-hour she discovered gold. 
 
    Garion Gold. Gold. It was him! It had to be!   
 
    Torn between calling her brother and looking for a picture, she picked up her phone and tapped Jacob’s name. She waited for it to ring and did a quick image search of Garion Gold. 
 
    Pictures of books and bikes came up. She scrolled down, looking for a man. 
 
    “Helena, what’s up?” 
 
    “Jacob, I found him!” She narrowed her eyes on an image of a tall, muscular man dressed in an Armani suit, his golden locks tied neatly at the back of his head. It was a paparazzi shot, taken at a distance. The caption read Garion Gold, reclusive philanthropist, leaves mystery behind at the opening of Gaels in New York. 
 
    “Found who? The Gold?”  
 
    Jacob’s voice tore her eyes off the image. Soon they returned. “Garion Gold.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s him?” 
 
    Topaz-colored eyes bore into her from the computer screen. It was like looking into twin furnaces and being consumed by fire. His nostrils appeared slightly flared in anger at the photographer. “Because he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever laid eyes on. And because he’s El the Aqua’s rich brother.” 
 
    “You found this all out in an hour when The Bane has been searching for years?” 
 
    She smiled. “You have to know where to look. Listen, I have to go. Don’t call any of the Elders. Don’t tell anyone. Not yet. Do you swear?” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “And stay away from Ms. Montgomery,” she added. “I have to call my ex, Michael. He’s one of the editors at The Voyeur. He owes me a favor.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to catch Garion the Gold.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    He soared on wings, mighty and majestic, with scales dusted in the colors of the breaking dawn. He sliced through the bracing wind and set his course with a shift of his long, armored tail. The heavens were his home. He danced to ancient music, closing his wings and spearing the clouds, breaking the barrier of sound while he sped toward the stars. Exhilarated in flight and unrepentant in his endeavors, he loved feeling his giant heart beating hard and fast. He enjoyed his panoramic view of the world. The world he was born to rule.  
 
    Garion came awake from his dream and stared up through the glass ceiling separating him from the open sky and the stars just about to fade. For a moment, his heart sank at finding himself so far from them, grounded in his bed, cursed with two souls. Born both man and Drakkon, he possessed the ability to transform from either at will—if he didn’t mind landing naked. His clothes didn’t change with him. He’d never minded. He used to fly every day before everything changed. 
 
    He lay still and let the moment pass. It wasn’t the first time he’d dreamed of the days when he flew. He’d woken up a million times before, instinctually weighted with the choice he’d made fourteen years ago to never live another moment of his life as Drakkon—and to never transform another man into one.  
 
    But in these moments of the blue hour just before dawn, his Drakkon instincts were more difficult to ignore.  
 
    He sat up in his massive bed and glanced at his cat curled up beside him in the downy covers. Her tail was curled under her snowy white head. Denying even the briefest urge to taste her, he looked away and set his gaze on the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up the eastern wall of his villa. He watched the stars disappear as light set fire to the sky, dousing indigo in seas of crimson. In another moment, the earth would rouse him from his beastly temptations. But here, in the time between, the sky beckoned. 
 
    Answering the call, he left his bed. When he reached the glass doors, he slid them open and stepped out onto his terrace. He walked to the edge, naked against the brisk wind that swept across the ridge of the breathtaking mountains. A meager man, though larger than most. But what was muscle compared to the wind? Nothing. He could be tossed from his perch by a strong enough gale. On some mornings, like this one, he came outside almost wishing he would be swept away. What would he do if the choice were forced upon him? Would he let himself die rather than give control over to the monster that had scorched even children to embers? Or would he betray his promise to himself and mankind and soar across the sky?  
 
    As the muted sun broke over the horizon, Garion cursed the choice. He didn’t know why he was born with the essence to restore any Elder back to Drakkon or transform any descendant. Why his blood, and his blood alone, was more powerful than even the Phoenix Amber. His essence gave the altered the power to change as often as they wished, from one to the other at will, like him. He also possessed the power to heal, though he wasn’t able to bring anyone back from the dead. He’d tried with Thomas. Oh, how he’d tried. 
 
    He could fill the sky with Drakkon and bring one of his races back from the brink of extinction. His foster father, Marcus, wasn’t entirely against it, nor was his sister, who took every opportunity to try to change his mind about sharing his blood with her.  
 
    But bringing Drakkon back meant extinction for mankind. Having lived as a fire-breather, Garion knew the power of the beast and how easy it had been to disregard rules of survival when that power turned blood to fire. Humans would never survive Drakkon’s fury. The night Thomas had been killed by The Bane had been the night Garion changed into something dreadful. He had memories of what he’d done at Hendrick White’s house—his rage made tangible in explosive bursts of fire. He hid from his past, but it followed him, taking root in his heart. He remained hidden from those who would beg or kill him for his blood, cut off by mountains and ice. He lived alone, trusting no one, turning no one while The Bane existed. 
 
                  Though there had been no sign of them for years, Garion knew the hunters were still out there with their gold-tipped arrows, waiting for any sign of his, or anyone else’s great wings filling the sky. As long as the Council still existed, so would The Bane.  
 
    They could only kill him while he flew, so he didn’t. He was suspended in both worlds, belonging to neither, an outcast with a price on his head. A price that had cost others their lives.  
 
    Never again.  
 
    He was saving lives by refusing to alter anyone. But it meant a long, lonely existence for him. His Drakkon blood ensured his near immortality. He didn’t want to love a thousand women who lived and died in his arms. He wanted to love only one. 
 
    Most of the time, he didn’t mind being alone. Drakkon were a solitary race, known to live centuries before finding a life mate. 
 
    But Garion was also human. Denying his human desires was as difficult as denying Drakkon ones. But he had to. Once, a long time ago, he had brought a woman to his bed. When passion’s talons had gripped him, he’d almost transformed right then and there. Lost to his instinctual, more primal desire, he feared he would have eaten her. He never risked it again. Living apart from the rest of the world as much as he could made it a little easier. But how long would he be able to resist the desire to mate? Both his instincts demanded it. 
 
    His heart demanded more. He didn’t want to spend eternity alone. Nor did he want to be married with the knowledge his wife would grow old and die while he continued to live. But anything more meant altering a woman, and he never would. 
 
    He stepped back inside and shut the door as the sun spread its light over him. Living life as a man wasn’t so terrible. Thomas had left him his hoard and Marcus had given him and his sister most of his extensive treasure. After transferring many of his large, rare gems into cash, Garion had made intelligent investments, doubling and tripling his fortune. He liked waking in the sublime luxury of Eiderdown pillows beneath his head and 800 count Supima cotton sheets against his skin. He liked skin. His hoard provided him with every earthly thing he wanted, including a 9,500 square foot villa overlooking Norway from the Børvasstindene Mountains. He loved his cave with its twenty-foot ceilings, a terrace suspended above the snow-capped ridge, and a heated pool beyond the enormous sliding doors. It was sparsely decorated with some of his most priceless treasures, including paintings and rare sculptures. He had everything he wanted and gave much away to charities—certainly not a Drakkon trait.  
 
    He looked down at the white Persian cat swirling around his feet like a cloud and smiled. Bending, he lifted her to his face and looked into her large, green eyes. “Good morning, Carina,” he greeted and kissed her forehead. She meowed in response and pawed at his shoulder. Giving in, he set her to rest around the back of his neck and made his way to the kitchen. She was one of the few he loved— Marcus and Sam, Ellie, and Aunt Tabitha.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    He prepared her a breakfast of chopped tuna and fresh salmon. “I have to go to town today, but I won’t be gone too long,” he promised while he washed his hands and set about chopping greens and fruit for himself. “We need food and I want to check in with the family.” 
 
    One of the disadvantages of living so far up in the mountains was no phone service. He used solar energy for most of his electrical needs. But if he wanted to call anyone, he had to go to town. 
 
    He blended his smoothie, guzzled it, and then swam a few laps in his heated pool. After that, he did what he did most other mornings. He spent two hours in his gym lifting weights and doing various workouts, all while Carina watched through curious eyes, as if she couldn’t figure out what he was. She was an animal. He guessed she knew him better than most.  
 
    He showered, leaving the golden bristles dusting his jaw and upper lip unshaved for the second day. He switched on his plasma television and watched the news while he dressed in black jeans, Ferragamo boots and a black sweater. He ran his fingers through his damp hair, slicking it back before he pulled a black, cashmere beanie over his head. Slipping on his leather jacket, he snatched up his keys, kissed the top of Carina’s head, and left.  
 
    The weather outside was crisp. The ride down the fell was bumpy in his Arctic Truck but he finally reached even ground and drove toward the town of Bodø. He looked at his phone on the seat beside him. It was already charged. He just needed to pick up service so he could check in on his family. Then he’d get some food for Carina and some necessities for himself. He might stop in to Hedda’s Steak House for lunch and then he’d head back. He rode for a few more miles until he reached the town.  
 
    His text alert went off and he pulled over. A missed call from Jeremy Redmond, his oldest friend. Jeremy was a third generation Drakkon, whose single goal in life was to convince Garion to turn him. Jeremy wanted to fly and Garion hated himself for refusing. He was also a mutual shareholder of several of Garion’s business ventures. 
 
    Two missed calls and a message from his sister. His heart raced when he put the phone on speaker and listened to her voice.  
 
    “Garion, call me. I have news about The Bane. “ 
 
    The truck went silent. Her message ended.  
 
    Garion stared at the phone. Was she serious? What the hell was she doing finding out anything about The Bane? They knew all they needed to know. The Bane was the enemy. They’d killed Thomas and two of Garion’s young friends and pledged to destroy him. He didn’t want them anywhere near his sister. What else mattered more than that? 
 
    Cursing under his breath, he tapped her contact and waited while her phone rang. They were too far apart for Garion to probe her thoughts, but he was tempted to try. 
 
    She picked up on the third ring. “It’s about time, Brother.”  
 
    Her irritation relieved him. If she were being held captive, she wouldn’t have an attitude. 
 
    “I texted you over a week ago, Garion. Don’t you ever come down from that mountain?” 
 
    “Ellie, please tell me you’re not in any way involved with The Bane.” 
 
    “Garion, hear me out.” 
 
    “Shit.” He leaned his forehead on the steering wheel. His worst fears awakened, he clenched his teeth and punched the dashboard. They’d found her. If they hurt her…He should have known they’d been quiet for so long because they were up to something. How far would they go to catch him?  
 
    “Ellie, listen to me,” he said, leaning up and trying to remain calm, an impossible endeavor when he imagined ways they might torture her. “Right now, I want you to go to my place on Seventy-second. You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “I’m not going to your penthouse, Garion. They don’t know who I am. “ 
 
    They? He was going to be sick. What had she gotten herself into? “When I hang up, I’m calling Dad.” 
 
    “Stop being an idiot and listen to me,” came her stubborn reply. “I met two Whites at my club last week. Helena and Jacob. Ever hear of them?” 
 
    He groaned. “No.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if they were Bane at first, so I looked at a copy of the scrolls—” 
 
    “What scrolls?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Well, you’d know about them if you called me more often.” 
 
    He growled into the phone. 
 
    “It’s a secret list kept by the Elders,” she said impatiently. “I have a copy of it.” 
 
    “How the hell did you procure a copy of the Elders’ scrolls?” 
 
    “That’s not important. What’s important is what it’s a list of.” 
 
    “What’s it a list of?” 
 
    “Names, Garion. The scrolls are a record of every Drakkon transformed by the Phoenix Amber, and every one of their offspring, every descendant including me.” 
 
    Garion didn’t breathe as fire coursed through his blood and hardened his muscles. She had the names of every human born with a trace of Drakkon essence. Every human he could turn. The desire to return to the sky was strong in him. He resisted it. But if they hurt Ellie— 
 
    “Helena and Jacob are the children of—Are you ready for this? The famous Patrick White. The guy Dad killed.” 
 
    Garion had never met Patrick White but he knew why and how his foster father had killed him. White wanted Garion’s blood so that he could possess the greatest Drakkon power ever known. He’d transformed Marcus into a man against his will and then he’d taken Marcus’ treasure as ransom in exchange for Garion’s life. Now Patrick’s children had his sister in their grasp. 
 
    What was the fastest flight he could catch to New York? He stepped down on the accelerator and turned the truck around. But he couldn’t go anywhere yet or he’d lose the signal. “Even more reason to get your ass to the penthouse. I’ll be there tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Don’t you come here, Garion! That’s my news. They still don’t know anything about you! They have nothing. They don’t even know what you look like. We’re safe. You’re safe. You want to stay that way, don’t you?” 
 
    Yes. Yes, he did. He’d done his best to stay out of the limelight, even avoiding charity benefits, and refusing to be interviewed about his generous donations. Had he slipped up somewhere? Left a trail behind that led them to his sister?  
 
    “They know about Marcus and Samantha’s connection to me,” he reminded her. “They know what happened the night Thomas was killed. They know more than you think. Were they asking you questions?” 
 
    “No. I told you they don’t know I’m your sister—or if you’re alive or dead. I know because someone had left a copy of one of those trashy tabloids at the table in the restaurant where Helena and I had lunch.” 
 
    His sister was too confident, maddeningly brave and reckless. Garion wanted to shake her. “You and Helena had lunch?” 
 
    “Yes. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” She paused while he cursed. “Anyway, you were on the cover. A crappy shot—you were blurry—but it was you attending The Princess Trust. She commented that you appeared handsome. I agreed and she discarded the paper. She didn’t give it a second look. If she knew who you were, she would have shown some kind of interest.” 
 
    “Ellie, I didn’t go to The Princess Trust.” 
 
    “But I’m sure that’s what it said. “ 
 
    He had to go to New York and protect his sister. He couldn’t leave Carina with no food or anyone to care for her for that amount of time. He had her pet passport, so bringing her was no problem.  
 
    “I didn’t attend,” he told her again. “The only picture that could be out there, where anyone knew who I was, is of me attending the opening of Gaels.” The trail. “Funny how someone just happens to leave a tabloid with a fake story about me, of all people, where you’re meeting with Patrick White’s daughter. She might not know for sure, but she suspects who you are.” 
 
    “Garion…” she sounded less sure of herself. He didn’t want to frighten her, but he wanted her to be safe. 
 
    “The Whites have lots of connections, Ellie. They inherently know how to make friends and keep peace. Equally important is that they have a lot of money, and money can buy almost anyone off. Even the editor of a tabloid.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying it was a test, which means they suspect you.”  
 
    “I think you’re overreacting—” 
 
    “You said she didn’t give the paper a second glance, right?” When she agreed, he continued. “Where was she looking?” 
 
    The phone went silent for a moment. She finally spoke in a soft voice, “At me.” She laughed and then she cursed. “She was watching my reaction.” 
 
    “Yes.” He ran his hand down his face. They knew, or they suspected who El was. “You’ve got the key and the concierge and doorman know you. But I’ll call the building now so they won’t give you a problem going up. Go now, El. I’m coming to get you.” 
 
    “Get me? I can’t leave the club—” 
 
    “You should have thought of that before you made friends with The Bane.” 
 
    He ended the call and pressed his foot down on the accelerator. He could get to New York a little faster if he used his wings. But he couldn’t turn. Carina was too small and might slip through his claws. Hell, he couldn’t believe he was even thinking of flying. If anyone snapped a good photo and any kind of word of it spread, not only would he have The Bane on his tail, but probably thousands of the names on Ellie’s scrolls with them, wanting him to give them wings. How many times could he refuse? 
 
    He reached the mountain and drove up to get his cat.  
 
    # 
 
    Garion landed at LaGuardia Airport at 2am the next day. In the taxi, he kept the back of his hand in front of the soft mesh doorway of Carina’s carrier and his eyes on the view outside his window. Rain splattered on the windshield and painted the city in smears of red and pale gold. It was different than what he saw every night from his glass fortress in Norway. Wind and sky gave life to the world on the mountain. Here, the pulse beat came from the swell of people living, laughing, fighting, drinking, and dancing behind her walls and on her streets. What was such freedom like, he wondered?  
 
    If it weren’t for The Bane, he might know. He hated them for taking Thomas from him. For making him see the horrible part of being Drakkon and never wanting to be it again. Now, Ellie…He shook his head. He’d keep her safe, even if it meant burning more Whites to ashes. 
 
    He reached Seventy-second and West End, paid the fare and gathered Carina and his bag. The doorman helped him in, despite his protests, but he managed to hold off Charles, the concierge, from rushing to his side. 
 
    “I’m good,” Garion assured him with a quick smile and an outstretched palm. “Did my sister arrive?” 
 
    “She’s all settled in, Mr. Gold,” Charles assured. 
 
    Thanking him, Garion reached the elevator, stepped inside and held his key to the small console on the wall. He let himself breathe as the elevator went up, bringing him closer to her. Ellie was the first and only child born to Marcus and Samantha. Though they were not related by blood, Garion had always considered Ellie his sister. At first, he thought she was a toy. He’d been six, after all. But he’d learned to love her the way an older brother loves his baby sister, the way a Drakkon loves its hoard. He missed giving her rides on his back— thirty feet above the ground. That was as high as his foster parents would let him take her. She’d trusted him not to drop her and he never did. 
 
    The door opened with a ding and Garion clenched his shoulders around his ears. He’d forgotten about the damn ding.  
 
    “Garion?” Ellie called out from one of the guest bedrooms in the west wing. 
 
    “Yes,” he called back, setting down his bag and freeing Carina from her carrier.  
 
    He heard his sister coming as soon as she left the room and turned toward the softly lit hallway. He held his arms out to catch her when she hurried into them. “I hope you don’t mind that I left some of the lights on. You freaked me out on the phone.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” He planted a kiss in her inky curls and then stepped back to look at her. “You’re safe now that I’m here.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re just like Dad.” 
 
    “Has anyone tried to contact you?” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too, Garion,” she said blandly and shook her head at him. “It’s been two months.” 
 
    He smiled and pulled her back in for another embrace. “It’s good to see you, Ellie. It always is.” 
 
    Refusing to be ignored, Carina meowed and set Ellie to squealing. He hung up his coat while his sister and his cat got reacquainted.  
 
    “So, have they?” he asked Ellie again while she followed him to the master bedroom.  
 
    “Jacob called but I didn’t answer,” she told him, falling into the overstuffed leather chair by the dark, oversized window. 
 
    “Good.” He entered his spacious walk-in closet and unzipped his bag.  
 
    “And Jeremy called,” she informed him when he reappeared. “He said he could never reach you. I agreed and told him you were coming. He’s going to call you.” She kissed Carina’s fluffy head and whispered something in the cat’s ear, then lifted her gaze back to him. “You packed light.” 
 
    “You’re not staying.” 
 
    She put the cat down and sat up. “Oh, and you are?” 
 
    Garion could tell by the crossing of her arms over her chest and the vivid sea-blue of her eyes that she was ready for a fight. She wouldn’t get one. He wouldn’t be swayed about this. Not this. “I booked you an 11am flight to London. You’re going to Dad’s.” 
 
    “Garion—” 
 
    “Don’t argue, El,” he said firmly, hoping she’d listen. “You’re involved with dangerous people. I’m not going to let them hurt you.” He meant it. Once his sister was safely home, he was going to do some hunting of his own. If all this wasn’t a coincidence, then The Bane had found his sister.  
 
    “I want to know everything about them.” He wasn’t too far away to read her thoughts now, but it was a Drakkon skill he didn’t enjoy. He rarely heard anything good when he listened in and, according to his foster mother, humans didn’t like such an invasion on their privacy. Garion agreed. Sharing thoughts was the highest form of intimacy. He didn’t take it lightly and stayed out of people’s heads. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Just tell me, Ellie.” 
 
    “It’s almost 2am,” she pointed out. “Aren’t you tired?” 
 
    “No. Are you?”  
 
    She shook her head. “But I didn’t just fly in from across the world.” She cocked a dark brow at him from beneath her inky curls. “You did come by plane, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Would you like to see my ticket?” 
 
    “No,” she answered and then drew out a fateful sigh. “I don’t see why you won’t use your power, Garion. If I could fly…” 
 
    If she could fly. It was the deepest desire of everyone of Drakkon descent. Not fire, or treasure, or telepathy. He understood that desire. He resisted it with every ounce of control he possessed. If he didn’t—if he lost control, he could turn in an instant.  
 
    “If you could fly,” he countered, “your friends, the Whites, would find opportunities to shoot you down with their golden arrows, like they did to Thomas.” He motioned for her to follow him out of the room. 
 
    “I’m not Thomas,” she said, coming up behind him in the hallway.  
 
    He stopped and turned around to face her. What was that he heard in her voice, saw in the spark of her eyes? Ellie had always been strong-willed but she’d spoken with a strength of purpose he’d never heard in her before. What had she been doing looking up scrolls? How had she become involved with The Bane? What would he do if they hurt her or anyone else in his family? He didn’t want to think about it. “Forget it. I’m not turning you.” He cupped the back of her curls and drew her forehead in for a kiss. 
 
    “Garion, we can stop this threat.” 
 
    He would, but not as a Drakkon. Not if he didn’t have to.  
 
    “I know you miss it,” she went on. “That’s why you have a wraparound terrace and surround yourself with all these windows and skylights and different ways out. You miss the sky.” 
 
    “No more talk of this,” he stopped her. He didn’t want to talk about his deepest yearning. If he flew, he’d be seen. Once he was seen, Elders and descendants would seek him out to transform them into what they, too, yearned for. How much longer could he keep denying others their ability to fly? Every time he refused Ellie, or Jeremy, or anyone who knew what he was capable of doing, it chipped away at his resolve to do what both his sister and his best friend wanted him to do—take back the sky with them. Turn everyone. And now, with the scrolls, they could. But mankind was no match for Drakkon. They would never survive. He knew firsthand what Drakkon fire could do to over forty men, women, and children in three long breaths.  
 
    “I’ll make us some hot chocolate,” he told her, entering the open kitchen and turning on the lights. “And you’ll tell me what you’ve been doing in your spare time and how you met the Whites.”  
 
    “Jacob White’s manager booked a date in the club,” she said, taking a seat at the marble island. She told him the manager’s name and that she’d checked him out. His name wasn’t on the scroll. While Garion served the cocoa, she described how she met Jacob and his sister, Helena. He listened to her confession of having lunch with the sister twice.  
 
    “How do you know they’re Bane?” he asked, sitting next to her. “Just because they’re Whites doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “While they were apparently checking me out, I did some investigating of my own,” she told him, blowing into her cup. “Jacob’s the lead singer of an alternative rock band. Lots of fans. Helena is a violinist with the New York Philharmonic. Both single. The last two offspring of Padgora of the Sixth, better known to us as Patrick White and his wife, Amanda. And here’s something you didn’t know, big brother. According to some, sometime before he died, Patrick wrote a letter to the Elders and to all his children, asking them to hunt and kill you. The Bane was created by the Elders because of Patrick White. All his children are part of it, but I don’t know how active they are.” 
 
    “Active enough to find you,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed and sipped her cocoa. “And clever enough to make me think I was being the smart one.” She set down her cup and reached her hand out to Carina when the cat leaped to the marble surface. 
 
    “Judging by your cat, you would like the look of Helena White—if you ever meet her, that is.” She looked away from Carina and set her gaze on him, unfazed by his frown. 
 
    “I doubt it,” he scoffed. 
 
    “I don’t,” his sister assured him, setting down her cup. “She looks like she was carved from some snowy mountain cap. Someplace high up, close to the sky. She’s graceful and beautiful with an alabaster complexion to match her hoary mane. She speaks softly but with authority and purpose. She’s surprisingly nice and well mannered. She’ll captivate you.” 
 
    His frown turned into a wry smile that revealed a slight dimple on either side of his cheeks. “I’m not so easily entranced, little sister, and never by someone in The Bane.” 
 
    What about her? He wondered. Was Ellie entranced by Jacob? “What about her brother? Is he as beautiful, too?” 
 
    “He’s a second brood descendant, Garion,” she said, scooping Carina into her arms. “Yes, he is beautiful. But beauty wouldn’t save his life if he tried to hurt you.” 
 
    Garion stared at her over Carina’s furry head. “How did White’s manager hear about the club?” 
 
    She met his gaze and didn’t blink while she confessed. “I mailed him our brochure and offered him a deal.” 
 
    Why? What was she doing? Hunting The Bane? No. She couldn’t be so foolish. He had to stop her. “Ellie, what…?” Hell, he didn’t even know what to ask her. 
 
     “We have to protect you, Garion,” she told him. “You’re the only hope the Drakkon have.” 
 
    We? What the hell was she saying? “What do you mean we?” 
 
    “There are a lot of us. Our names are on the list.” She left her chair, still holding his cat and bent to plant a kiss on his cheek. “We’re waiting for you, Garion.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Helena left her apartment building and hurried down the street. She couldn’t believe she was late! She was never late—and on her first day as William Hutton’s violin teacher, no less! Thankfully, the boy’s mother lived two blocks away. Helena could get there in five minutes.  
 
    Her phone rang. Without slowing her pace, she pulled it out of her purse and glanced at the name. 
 
    “Morning, Jacob. I’m late to my first student.” 
 
    “Where are you?” came her brother’s voice in her ear.  
 
    “I just left the apartment, why? 
 
    “I think someone’s been following me.”  
 
    She pulled her wool cap away from her ear to make certain she heard him more clearly. “Why do you think that?”  
 
    “For the last day and a half the same guy has appeared almost everywhere I’ve been. I’m outside my apartment at the moment and he’s suddenly nowhere to be found. It occurred to me that he might be with you.” 
 
    “You think it’s Gold?” Helena asked, slowing almost to a halt, her heart thumping fast. Had she been right about El Montgomery? Had they found the Gold? Or rather, had he found them? It had been almost a week since she’d heard from El. She had the urge to tilt her head and look up at the sky. Not wanting to appear to be looking for him if he was close by, watching her, she patted her pockets and turned around as if she’d forgotten something and was heading back home. Slowly, she looked around at the faces on the streets. 
 
    “Yes,” Jacob verified, chilling her blood. “I think El told him about us and he’s come to—” 
 
    To what? She wanted to ask him.  
 
    “He’s big, Helena, like 6’4”, maybe 6’ 5”,” her brother continued. “He wears all black including a cap low on his brow and covering most of his hair, which, by the way, is gold—really gold, like soft glowing yellow metal. Do you see anyone like that around?” 
 
    “No, I—” She stopped as a taxi passed on its way uptown, revealing in its absence, a man bending to tie the laces on his boot. He was already looking at her when he straightened to his full towering height. He was dressed in black from his cable-knit cap to the tails of his long, wool pea coat snapping around his calves. His topaz eyes were fixed on hers, daring her to run. 
 
    But she wasn’t going to.  
 
    This is him. This is the dragon. 
 
    “I don’t see him,” she told her brother, unable to look away from the man on the other side of traffic. “He isn’t here.” If she told Jacob who she was staring at, he would have hopped into the nearest taxi to get to her—and likely get them both killed with his useless bullets.  
 
    After so long, it was the Gold that ended up finding her. It had taken only the slightest bit of interest in the Gold’s sister to draw him out.  
 
    He was just a few feet away. She didn’t move, afraid he might bolt —toward her throat or in the other direction were equally undesirable outcomes. Her life had been a pursuit to find him. She wouldn’t lose him now. 
 
    “I’m late,” she said into the phone. “If I see him I’ll call you.” She hung up before Jacob had a chance to respond.  
 
    Traffic stopped. She didn’t blink. She didn’t run or breathe, taking in the size and glory of the man who strode toward her. He moved with fluid grace that accentuated every hard planethat carved him beneath his clothes.  
 
    Stray strands of sun-gilt hair escaped from beneath his hat, casting shadows across his eyes. His jaw was carved with determination and strength that did not soften on her.  
 
    She ached to snap a picture of him. Up until now, no one in The Bane knew what he looked like, except her brother. Pictures would be good to have on file in case they lost him again. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to stay in her spot when he reached her. Her heart hammered and made her feel lightheaded. His shoulders blocked part of the sun while the rest of the light exploded around him, giving him an invincible, ethereal appearance. She remembered a monster, a ruthless killer, capable of making more ruthless killers. She’d prepared herself for a beast, not a Norse god, a mythical king garbed in the sun.  
 
    No. She couldn’t let herself forget what he truly was.  
 
    She looked up into the flames of his eyes and kept her thoughts focused on the night he’d lit up the sky with fire from his gaping mouth.  
 
    He knew she was Bane. El Montgomery was cleverer than Helena had given her credit for. 
 
    “Is your sister well, Mr. Gold?” 
 
    His nostrils flared slightly. “She is now, Miss White.” 
 
    Helena had worked too hard to wilt at the sight and the sound of him. It was like dreaming awake. He was here, right in front of her. He’d killed her father and over forty members of her family and emblazoned her path upon her heart. Fourteen years of envisioning him and the day when she found him had arrived. There were a million questions she wanted to ask him before she alerted the Elders of his existence and they set The Bane on his ass. Who was he? Did he fly often? How had he remained hidden from the world for so long, both as a dragon and as a man? There was so much they didn’t know about this anomaly. What did he know of the Drakkon that had hatched him? How many Drakkon had he transformed? Could he breathe fire as a man?  
 
    Better not to chance it. “I meant your sister no harm.” 
 
    His inscrutable gaze roved over her features, dipping guiltlessly to her lips before returning to her eyes. “Fortunate for you.” 
 
    Another flash of the Drakkon streaking across her mind sobered her thoughts and hardened her mouth. “Would you transform and ravage me and more of my family?” 
 
    “Would you tempt me to turn?” he countered smoothly while his coattails snapped behind him in the wind. “It would be the only way to kill me. Or has Patrick White’s daughter abandoned the law of The Bane of only killing fire-breathers?” 
 
    He knew who her father was. Good. She wouldn’t have to waste time telling him while she killed him. “No, I haven’t abandoned our law,” she assured him, keeping the treble of her voice steady. It wouldn’t do any good to threaten him. He’d either kill her or run and go back into hiding. “But we wouldn’t harm your sister to force you to change,” she assured him sincerely. “And why are you so sure we want to kill you? Maybe there are things we can agree to, avoiding any more death.” Not that she would ever trust the word of man with a dragon heart. She’d promise him almost anything to keep him around long enough to learn more about him—like his flying habits.  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” he asked. His voice was a blend of deep baritone and music enchanting her ears and making her kneecaps tingle. “If it involves trusting The Bane, I’m afraid I must decline,” he said, sounding superior in true god form.  
 
    She barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes at him and his arrogance. “Then we remain at an impasse.” 
 
    “No, Miss White,” he said, still unruffled. “There is no standoff. You’ll do as I say and stay away from my family. If you do, you’ll never hear of me or from me again. If you don’t, I’ll fill the sky with your nightmares. You have my word on that. I don’t offer it to many.” 
 
    Were those his conditions? To stay away from his family? “And who, exactly, is your family?” 
 
    “Don’t play games with me,” he warned. “You know who they are. Whites have been harassing them for years. It stops now.”  
 
    Yes, she knew. Marcus Aquara and Samantha Montgomery. The Bane had spent two years watching them, terrorizing them until Marcus put an end to it by killing most of them.  
 
    Was that all it took to keep him at bay? But The Bane needed more than a docile Drakkon. Who knew what would trigger his turning again or from turning others? He needed to be stopped and there was only one way to stop him. He had to turn and she needed to be there when he did. She had to befriend him or at least convince him that he could trust her. She had no other choice. 
 
    “I appreciate that, Mr. Gold,” she managed without sarcasm. Better to pacify his ego than chuckle at his orders. “I’ll do my best to make sure the others agree, if you’ll give me something in return.” 
 
    He tucked his hands into his pockets and looked at her with a skeptical curl of his lips that made her want to promise him more. 
 
    “What more do you want besides my promise not to bring war?” 
 
    To keep from staring at him like a senseless fool, she thought of every vile thing anyone at the boarding school had ever said to her, the smell of charring flesh and screams in the night, watching her brother live a meaningless life in a band he was unhappy with. She had to find a better way to resist the effect of the Gold’s powerful masculinity. She’d trained her entire life for this. She would see it to the end. 
 
    She blinked her lush lashes, darkened with mascara, up at him and offered him a smile laced with challenge. 
 
    “Breakfast.” 
 
    # 
 
    Garion took a moment to ponder which of her features was the most beguiling. Was it her wide, expressive eyes, painted in the same shades as a cool pre-dawn sky that he found so compelling? The strength in her defined brows and high cheekbones or the delicate curve of her nose and lips? Her hair fell down her sides in matching ivory braids beneath her pom-tipped hat. Her milky complexion reminded Garion of the Norse winter moon and made him miss home.  
 
    Hell, Ellie was right. Helena White was captivating. 
 
    It wasn’t like him to veer off track and venture into the open. Never for a woman, though he hadn’t known many. This one was his enemy.  
 
    Yet, he remained in his spot instead of refusing her offer and walking away. He’d warned her. There was nothing else that needed to be done. But she was a peculiar one. Breakfast? He almost laughed. That was what she wanted? Why? What was she up to? He was curious to find out. He could intrude on her thoughts but they were on move even ground this way. 
 
    “All right,” he accepted. “Where?” 
 
    “Really?” She took a half-step back, looking as surprised as he must have appeared to her. “That’s good. It’s a start.” 
 
    A start to what? He cast her a frown that she either didn’t see or she did and she ignored it. 
 
    “I just have to teach my first lesson and then we can meet up at Tony’s.” She turned to go then paused when he pulled his hands from his pockets and held his arms out at either side.  
 
    “Who’s Tony?” 
 
    She smiled and it appeared more genuine this time, modest as she swept her eyes over him. “It’s a diner on Twenty-fourth. We can meet up there…or… you could come with me and wait outside.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “All right,” she echoed when he picked up his step and walked beside her.   
 
    “What do you teach?” 
 
    “Violin,” she said, quickening her pace. “William Hutton is my very first student and I’m unforgivably late.” 
 
    “Take twenty percent off your fee.” 
 
    She turned while they hurried and looked up at him. “I was thinking of doing just that.” 
 
    He was tempted to smile at her. “It’s fair since you’re late.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    He looked away from her curious gaze and shoved his hands back into his pockets. Fairness was a good virtue to possess, one he didn’t believe any member of The Bane practiced. Was she sincere in her offer to get the others to agree to forget him and his family? 
 
    Ellie and her cryptic group of friends wouldn’t be pleased with the agreement—if there were to be one. He would remain the only living Drakkon and he would remain alone. 
 
    “Well, this is it,” she said, stopping after another few minutes. She tipped her head back to meet his gaze and squinted against the sunlight behind him.  
 
    When she drew in a tight, little breath, his gaze dipped to her mouth and then to the pulse beat at her throat. He fought the urge to bend to her and inhale her neck.  
 
    “I’ll be back in forty minutes,” she promised and then turned to leave. 
 
    Garion watched her enter the apartment building in her pale pink parka, jeans, and boots and let his eyes linger on her longer than he should have, admiring her. 
 
    He should go. What did he know about having breakfast with a woman who wasn’t one of his three relatives? He hadn’t shared breakfast with anyone since he’d left England seven years ago. He’d been a recluse for as many years, for hell’s sake. He wasn’t sure how good he’d be at keeping the conversation going through a meal.  
 
    She was the daughter of the first man who ever tried to kill him for his blood. What was she after?  
 
    Garion was intrigued by Patrick White’s daughter. She hadn’t been afraid of standing before a man who could become Drakkon before she had time to stab him with some golden dagger she carried hidden away. She didn’t seem to be affected by such sensitivities. Instead, she’d stood her ground with him, not budging despite his most fearsome scowl. She’d cleverly used her wiles on him, demanding breakfast with him of all things. And she seemed to find him tolerable. 
 
    He wondered who had raised her after Marcus killed her father and how she ended up in New York. Who had initiated her into The Bane and made them enemies? Who had taught her to be fair? 
 
    He leaned against a parked car and wondered if he’d gone crazy. This interest she’d piqued in him was too dangerous. They’d been looking for him and they’d found him through his sister. The Bane would never stop until he was dead, or they were. The thought of killing Helena White didn’t appeal to him. The thought of killing anyone didn’t appeal to him. He’d killed before, merciless to screams and searing flesh. He never wanted to let it control him again.  
 
    A sound filled the air around him and drove out everything else. Soulful, haunting music drifted down from the sky, stirring his blood toward something more ethereal. Pushing off the car, he looked up instinctively at the sky. The music wasn’t coming from beyond the clouds, but from a window on the second floor. A violin being played by masterful fingers. He listened, letting the melody create images of her in his head. Her instrument tucked between her shoulder and jaw, her alabaster cheeks smudged by her long lashes resting on them, her expression lost to what she was playing.  
 
    William Hutton’s mother should be paying her son’s tutor for the privilege of listening to her play. 
 
    Ellie had told him Miss White played for the Philharmonic. Garion decided he’d like to go to one of her concerts. 
 
    He shook his head. What was he doing standing here waiting to have breakfast with a member of The Bane? Considering going to see her play? He did have many questions about the organization. How many more of them were there? How dedicated were they to killing him? After over ten years of not turning any Drakkon, would The Bane forget he existed?  
 
    Perhaps this was the best opportunity to be done with them. 
 
    When she returned to him exactly forty minutes from when she’d left, he watched her as she came closer. Her father had flown. Drakkon essence ran strong in her blood. Maybe she wanted something much more serious than breakfast. Something like his blood. 
 
    ”You waited,” she said, reaching him with surprise sparkling in her eyes. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    He nodded and picked up his steps to walk at her side. It was odd and a little discomfiting to feel so at ease with an enemy. But then, she was a White, known for being amiable and easygoing. When Ellie had told him about Helena and Jacob White entering her life, the first thing Garion thought about was stopping them from getting any closer to his sister. Now, he was on his way to Tony’s with one of them. “You play very well.” 
 
    For a moment, she looked confused then she turned to look over her shoulder at the Hutton’s window. “Oh.” Her soft laughter drifted across his ears, rivaling the beauty of her brow. “You could hear.” 
 
    “Where did you learn?” he asked, nodding. 
 
    “Private school in Scotland,” she told him, crossing Twenty-fourth. “What you heard was the result of years of hard work—and I have a long way to go.” 
 
    He looked at her while they walked to the diner, taking in the way humility illuminated her face, the subtle arch of her brow, and the sun in her eyes. “It sounded perfect to my ears,” he said before he could stop himself.  
 
    They reached Tony’s and Garion stepped forward and held the door open.  
 
    She glided by him, a wispy thank you on her lips, a brief glance his way that made his skin go warm. She greeted a few people as if she came here often. She laughed with some of them. The sight and sound of her singed Garion’s blood and made him want to possess her the way a Drakkon possesses its treasure. He looked away, denying the unfamiliar effect she had on him. She was his enemy and the daughter of his father’s enemy. She was human.  
 
    His gaze returned to her when she slipped out of her parka and into a booth against the windowed wall. She pulled off her woolen cap and his eyes fell over her wintry crown, her hair plaited down over her breasts like two thick ropes. 
 
    “You should order the French Toast,” she said, setting her violin case aside with her purse. “You’re probably the only person ever to walk in here who could polish off that plate.” She looked around at the walls. “There’s a prize I think. But you—” Her words paused when she finally looked up at him taking off his coat. “—don’t look like you eat too many carbs.” 
 
    “I’m more of a pancake man,” he confided, sitting on the other side of her. The sun from the window felt good on his skin and he took off his hat to bask for a moment. 
 
    When he looked at Helena, her gaze washed over his hair, spilling over his eyes. He should have left his hat on. His hair picked up certain colors from any source of light. Ambers and yellows were most common, but streaks of it had been known to glow like molten lava when splashed in sunlight. He raked his fingers through it, clearing his vision and then covered it back under his hat.   
 
    “I didn’t mean to embarrass you by staring,” she said, lowering her gaze to her hands on the table.  
 
    “You didn’t,” he said. “It’s a reflex, I guess. I don’t like to draw attention to myself.” 
 
    She looked up and gave him an incredulous smirk. “Sorry, but that ship has sailed.”  
 
    The arrival of a waiter, whom she addressed as Hal, prevented Garion from responding. He had always been careful to blend in, become a shadow, dark and unassuming. He disagreed with her about the sailing ship.  
 
    “May I ask you a question, Mr. Gold?” she asked after the waiter took their orders and poured coffee. 
 
    “I assume that’s why we’re here,” he replied, wondering how she was going to fit the spinach omelet with bacon, a buttered bagel, and an order of fries into her delicately-formed body. “And please call me Garion.” 
 
    She tipped her pearly-white head like a deity graciously accepting his offer. “Garion,” she said on a soft breath, her eyes wide. “I never imagined sitting with you, talking with you over pancakes and coffee. It doesn’t seem real.” 
 
    He’d never imagined giving her the opportunity, yet here they were. A Drakkon and a hunter. Could they come to some sort of agreement? A promise in writing? With no one to hunt, would The Bane agree to disband and live out their lives as ordinary men and women? Was it a possibility? 
 
    “Exactly how old are you?” 
 
    Garion regarded her with curiosity over her choice of questions. “Twenty-six.” 
 
    “I mean in Drakkon years.” 
 
    “Drakkon years?” He wanted to laugh, but she was serious. “Twenty-six.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Aren’t you immortal like the Elders?” 
 
    He sipped his coffee. He didn’t like coffee. “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    She sat, waiting for more from him. How was he supposed to know if he was immortal when he’d only been alive for a short time? He assumed he was since all full-blooded Drakkon were. But admitting to The Bane that he was immortal and, unless they killed him, he’d outlive every one of them was foolish. 
 
    “Is that it?” he asked. “Is that all you want to know?” 
 
    He’d answer her questions without giving her anything solid and wait for her next move. 
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    He smiled. He couldn’t stop himself. He’d expected a myriad of questions pertaining to his Drakkon heritage and power. Not this.  
 
    “No, I’m not,” he answered and thanked the waiter for bringing his food. “No girlfriend, either.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” She looked up briefly from her food. “Have you seen you?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I have,” he quipped, thinking of his Drakkon form. His Drakkon teeth. “Pancakes taste better.” He pierced his fork in the stack of syrupy goodness and shoved it into his mouth.   
 
    She stopped chewing her French fry. “Better than what?” 
 
    He looked up at her from his plate. “I’ve never eaten anyone if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Good to know.” She used her fork to play with her spinach omelet then she stopped and narrowed her eyes on him. “Do you know what I’m thinking?” 
 
    He could, if he chose to. But he wouldn’t tell her that. The less The Bane and the Elders knew about him, the better. “No,” he answered.  
 
    “My turn,” he said, setting down his fork and taking a sip from his cup. “What does your brother want with Ellie?”  
 
    She blinked. He didn’t need to read her thoughts to sense them shifting to Jacob White. “What?” 
 
    “Your brother,” Garion repeated. He’d been tracking Patrick White’s son, who turned out to be more of a threat to women than to him. Women like his sister. “What are…or were his plans with my sister? I know yours were to draw me out, but what was he up to?” 
 
    She stared at him, fear mixed with anger brewing in her eyes. “Why are you bringing up my brother after we were discussing you eating people?” 
 
    “We weren’t discussing it,” he corrected and returned to eating. “I said I’ve never eaten anyone and you thought that was good to know.” He slipped a slice of bacon into his mouth and sighed, closing his eyes. 
 
    “Is that why you’ve been following him?” she demanded in a perfectly serene voice. “To discover a motive? Let me save you some time. My brother is motivated by one thing, and it doesn’t involve hunting you.” 
 
    Exactly what, he didn’t want to think about. 
 
    “But you needn’t worry, “ she tried to assure him. “Jacob barely knows El.”  
 
    “He called her cell two nights ago.” 
 
    Her expression went cold and angry. She hadn’t known. 
 
    “I’ll bring it up with him,” she promised. “I’ll take care of it. You can leave him alone.” 
 
    Garion shook his head. “He didn’t heed your advice the first time. What makes you think you can take care of it now?” 
 
    “Because, this time—” She quirked her brow at him. “—How do you know what advice I gave him?” 
 
    “You’re angry that he called her. You must have warned him against it.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    He looked up briefly from his plate. “But he still called her. You can’t stop him.” And Garion would see him stopped. “I’m afraid the warning must come from me.” 
 
    Her gaze darkened like a storm rolling in from the sea. “I’ll arrange a meeting and you can speak to him.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her body tightened in her seat. “No?” 
 
    “Your assistance isn’t necessary,” he told her, finishing his breakfast and wiping his lips with a napkin. “I know where to find him.” He dropped his gaze to her plate of fries. “Are you going to eat those?” 
 
    The storm rushed in and her sweet, agreeable façade was swept away in a deluge of frost and fire. “Yes, I am,” she said through clenched teeth and tight lips. She curled her arm around her plate and moved it closer to her.
Possessive. Garion looked deeper into her sparkling, blue eyes. She was Drakkon, all right. If he got close enough, he was certain he’d be able to smell the Drakkon blood rushing through her veins. 
 
     “I’m not afraid of you,” she promised in a tone that was cooler than a Norse winter night.  
 
    He believed her.  
 
    “If you lay a finger on Jacob, I’ll hunt you and send you back to the stars.” 
 
    He liked her boldness to threaten him to his face. He understood the fury of revenge. But the choice wasn’t up to him. “Whether I lay a finger on him or not depends on him and your family.”  
 
    “Tony!” she called out. “Can I have this stuff to go?” 
 
    She was leaving. It was good. They shouldn’t have shared breakfast in the first place. It was ridiculous to think any sort of agreement could be reached with The Bane. Still, Garion was reluctant to end the morning. She piqued his interest and, living alone for seven years, few things had. “So that’s it?” he asked, swiping his fingers across his mouth, as if trying to get it to stop speaking. “No more questions?” 
 
    She stared at him while the waiter returned and retrieved her food. The only sign of her struggle to summon her calm composure and confidence was a slight crook of her brow. “Just one,” she said, succeeding. “Do you want my number—In case you change your mind about speaking to my brother alone?” 
 
    He should have been prepared for her less conventional manner, but he wasn’t. For a moment, he didn’t know what to do. He wasn’t going to change his mind. He’d handle Jacob White alone. There was no reason to give in to her request. “Sure.” He pulled his cell from his back pocket, unlocked it, and slid it across the table to her.  
 
    She picked it up and studied the image on his home screen. She cut her gaze to him and offered him her slightest smile. “Is this your cat?” 
 
      “Yes.”  
 
    She was already too involved in his life. Was he going to tell her about Carina now? He said nothing else but waited for her to add her number. What the hell was he going to do with her number? He wouldn’t call her. She was Bane. The sooner he got away from her, the better. 
 
    “There’s no one else here.” She held the phone up to him. “I’m your only contact?” 
 
    He looked at it and nodded. He remembered the important numbers, of which there weren’t many, in his head not on his cell. “That’s what it looks like to me.” 
 
    She stared at him with her luminously large eyes going a bit softer for just an instant before returning to the phone. She added her information and then handed him back his cell.  
 
    “Thanks for breakfast,” she said, slipping out of the booth. “Oh, and one more thing. Why did you kill my father?” 
 
    He looked up at her, still unfazed. “I didn’t. But I would have had good reason if I had. He was trying to kill me.” 
 
    “In an effort to keep Drakkon from the sky,” she defended.  
 
    He shook his head and clarified, “He was trying to kill me for my essence.” 
 
    She quirked her mouth at him, clearly not believing him. “Why would he want your essence?” 
 
    She didn’t know the truth of it then. He shrugged. It wasn’t his duty to tell her. “Ask the Elders.” 
 
    “I’m asking you.” 
 
    He stared at her for another moment. She met his gaze with strength and determination he would like to have on his side. She wasn’t going to quit. All right then. “Because he wanted to be Drakkon again. The Phoenix Amber was too limiting. My essence is not.” 
 
    She smiled at him but there was no humor in it. “You’re telling me that my father, who spent his life ridding the world of Drakkon, wanted to become one?” 
 
    “He was already Drakkon, just not in form,” Garion pointed out. “He knew about my power to transform others and he wanted it for himself. He wanted an army and he wanted to be king.”  
 
    “You’re a liar.”  
 
    “He re-altered Simion the Red, a Drakkon warlord in an effort to kidnap me. Ask the Elders, though I doubt they’ll tell you the truth.” 
 
    “I already know the truth.” 
 
    Garion didn’t watch her leave. He looked at his phone. At the only name on the screen. 
 
    Helena. 
 
    He wasn’t going to change his mind. Keeping her number was just inviting trouble. Seeing her again would be worse.  
 
    He remembered the music from William Hutton’s window and shut down his phone. He paid the bill with a hundred dollar tip, picked up his coat and left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    He left the diner and pulled a pair of sunglasses out of his pocket. Helena snapped pictures of him looking around. Even from half a block away, he made the backs of her knees warm.  
 
    She shouldn’t have stormed out on him, but it was either that or dump his coffee in his lap. He was a fool to expect her to believe that garbage about her father re-altering a Drakkon. She didn’t remember Patrick White or her mother, Amanda, who died the same year, but she agreed with her father’s views on the deadly Drakkon. She believed the Elders when they told her there were no other Drakkon around when her father was killed. She would go on believing it until it was proven otherwise. 
 
    She shouldn’t have allowed her emotions to rule her when Gold spoke of Jacob. This could be the last time she’d see him. After all these years, she’d had the chance to get enough information to set the trap and all she’d learned was that he was single, definitely a recluse, and he loved his cat. True, those were good things to learn about a guy. But this wasn’t just any guy. This was a man who could turn himself into Drakkon and turn Jacob to cinder. What were his plans for her brother? She’d given him her number. But it wasn’t enough. She couldn’t lose him again, so she’d waited, hiding and hoping to follow him. 
 
    Was he going to see her brother right now? 
 
    Would he call her before he did? 
 
    She watched him hail a cab and lift his phone to his ear. Her heart pumped hard in her ears for a moment while she waited for her cell to ring. It didn’t.               
 
    She held out her arm and hailed a cab of her own. “Follow that taxi!”  
 
    Unlike the movies, the driver didn’t take off in a speeding frenzy to catch up. Instead, he turned in his seat and gave her an incredulous stare. “Look lady—” 
 
    “There’s a fifty dollar tip in it for you if you stop talking, turn around and catch up.” She reached into her bag and flapped a fifty she really couldn’t afford to throw around in front of him. “Go.” 
 
    Thankfully, there was traffic ahead and finding his cab wasn’t difficult. She kept her eye on Garion’s cab and called her brother while they headed uptown.  
 
    “He’s coming to see you.” 
 
    “Who?” came Jacob’s voice on the other end. 
 
    “Garion Gold. I just had breakfast with him.” 
 
    “What?” he shouted into the phone. 
 
    “He wants us to leave him and his sister alone or he’s going to transform an army. You called El’s phone two nights ago. Why?” she demanded then shouted at the driver. “Turn left!” 
 
    “Where the hell are you, Helena?” 
 
    “Jacob, why did you call her? I told you to stay away from her. Now, Gold intends to warn you in person.” 
 
    “Back up,” her brother insisted. “Why and when did you have breakfast with him?” 
 
    “He made himself available and…do you even realize how long I’ve been looking for him?” 
 
    “No, I guess I don’t. But Helena—” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m okay. He was nice, considering.” 
 
    “Considering what? That he’s mankind’s greatest enemy?” 
 
    She nodded, angry that she’d let herself forget that important fact because of a couple of dimples and the rugged cut of a jaw. “Yes. And that he mentioned eating people just before he mentioned you.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jacob whispered, perhaps finally taking in the seriousness of this. “When’s he coming? Should I call Jarakan?” 
 
    “Are you home?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jacob lived on Fourteenth. Garion’s cab was traveling uptown. 
 
    “He’s not coming now. But just be prepared to talk to him. No fighting. Let’s not get the Elders involved just yet,” she said. “If they make one wrong move, we lose him and possibly start a war. Though he threatened it, I don’t think Gold wants a fight. I’m doing what I can on this end to be there when you meet. But if he meets you without me, just agree to what he wants. Swear to leave his sister alone. Keep your mind clear. I think he’s telepathic.” 
 
    “Anyone who ever lived as Drakkon is telepathic,” he reminded her. Her mind wandered off and she tried desperately to remember her thoughts since meeting Garion. Her brother’s voice drew her back. “I’ll be okay. Nothing happened between El and me.” 
 
    “Good,” she breathed then lowered her voice so the cabbie wouldn’t hear. “Jacob?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “He said our father wanted his Drakkon life back and that he wanted an army and to be king. He said Father re-altered a Drakkon warlord called Simion the Red to kidnap him. Have you ever heard of him? I mean, if there was a Drakkon warlord in existence, the Elders would have told us about him, right?” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    Her heart thumped hard in her chest. “You know something, Jacob. What is it?” 
 
    He muttered a curse and something about her knowing him too well. “I’d heard stories about a Red Drakkon.” 
 
    “Tell me you’re joking.” She shook her head. She wasn’t hearing this. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” 
 
    “Because what I heard were stories, Helena. They were never proven and our father had nothing to do with them.” 
 
    She was going to punch him in the face when she saw him. “What stories, Jake?” 
 
    “That a Red had used the Amber to transform. There was only one sighting in the north of England, I think. The Elders insist the stories are false.” 
 
    “The north of England?” she asked, her heart sinking. “Where Marcus Aquara lives?” Had Garion told her the truth about the Red? And if he had, did that mean the rest was true? “Jacob, are you telling me that there was another Drakkon around besides Gold who could have killed our father and you never told me?” 
 
    “There was hardly anything to tell you, Helena.” 
 
    “If Garion is telling the truth, it could have been something important to know.” 
 
    “Why?” her brother asked. “Would it have changed how you felt seeing Garion for the first time?” 
 
    “I have to go,” she told him, looking out the taxi window. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    She didn’t reply but hung up. Let him worry. He deserved it for not telling her about the Red. The Red. Was he real? What did it mean if he was?  
 
    She waited until the cab slowed on Seventy-second and West End; a nice neighborhood with the Hudson in view. Did Garion live here? Had he been living in New York all these years and she’d never known? What kind of pathetic Drakkon hunter was she?  
 
    She remained in the car and watched Garion head for the polished wood entry of a luxury apartment building. What did he know about her father, the Council, and Simion the Red? She’d thought he was lying. Surely, he had to be. She’d never expected that her brother had heard of the Drakkon! Stories he hadn’t considered important enough to tell her. Why was the only known sighting of the Red where Garion was raised? Garion knew things. She wanted to find out what they were.  
 
    She took more pictures of him. His gait was commanding and steady while his coattails flapped around his legs like unfurled wings. 
 
    She was used to starkly handsome men. Humans who possessed the essence of the ancients were more beautiful than those who did not. Most of the men she knew or knew of had some amount of Drakkon blood tainting their veins. 
 
    Garion Gold was a different kind of beautiful. He was less like Drakkon and more like…Thor or Zeus. He pulsed with strength, oozed with raw masculinity that stirred her most primal desires. His every movement was laced with a lethal combination of grace and strength, a lord among mere mortals. He was confident— arrogant, composed and unfazed by her best efforts to beguile him.  
 
    “The meter’s running, lady,” the driver advised, staring at her through his rear-view mirror. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do, stay or go? She hadn’t thought out her plan of following him. How long could she wait here for him to reappear? Was he visiting a lover, a friend, his cat? 
 
    Her phone rang, startling her.  
 
    “Just a few minutes more,” she told the driver and answered her phone. 
 
    “Helena.” His voice drifted into her ear, deep and husky, sending fire down her spine. “Hello, it’s, ehm…It’s Garion.” 
 
    Against her better judgment, she smiled at the awkward uncertainty in his salutation and at the way their names sounded on his tongue. He may or may not have killed her father, but he’d still burned over forty others alive. She had to remember who he was and what he’d done. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” she replied, composed. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Just getting home.” 
 
    So this was his home. Right under her nose. “Are you calling to invite me to your meeting with my brother?” 
 
    “No, I’m calling to invite you to”— He stopped to clear his throat.—“to have dinner with me tonight. I promise to be better company than I was at breakfast.” 
 
    Dinner? With him? Tonight? Dinner was usually considered a date, wasn’t it? Was the Gold asking her on a date? Why? What had changed since their last shared meal when he was colder than a Yeti’s ass? Sure, she was excited at having another chance to learn more about him—and what he claimed to know. Knowing his address was a start, but it wasn’t enough. He was probably trying to learn more from her, as well. He had no contacts, no wife or girlfriend. According to the article she’d found with his only picture, he was a recluse. He kept his distance from people. Why else would he invite her to dinner if not for the same reason she thought about saying yes. They both sought to keep their enemies closer. 
 
    “If I have dinner with you tonight,” she offered, “you’ll let me arrange the meeting with Jacob tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’ll take you with me when I talk to him.” 
 
    He didn’t want anything arranged because he didn’t trust her. She’d do her best to change that but, for now, she could live with it. 
 
    “All right,” she accepted, “dinner tonight then.” 
 
    She thought she heard him exhale before he spoke. It made her belly flip to think he was anxious about her reply.  
 
    Damn it all to hell, her belly never flipped, nor had her knees ever grown too weak to hold her up. What was he doing to her? 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at eight. Where do you live?” 
 
    She had a slight upper hand and she intended to keep it. “I’ll meet you where we met this morning.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll see you then.”  
 
    She was having dinner with the Gold. The Gold! Everything was happening so fast. She’d first learned of him from her father’s letter, read to her when she was seven, the same night she was told that the Gold had killed Patrick White. Three years after that, she’d seen the Drakkon fly across the moonlit sky and rain fire down on her family, thus beginning her quest to find and stop him. All the years and dedication…and she was having dinner with him. Was it in The Bane’s best interest or hers? 
 
    Her heart, drumming against her ribcage, attested to how dangerous he was to her. How far would she go with him to get information?  
 
    “Are you getting out?” the cabbie asked her. 
 
    She tossed the cabbie a cool glance, gave him her address, and then looked at her phone. 
 
    And what of the Elders? What would they do when they discovered she’d spent time with the Gold without their knowledge and he was still alive?              Why did Garion doubt they would tell her the truth? 
 
    “So,” the cabbie mulled out loud, still pulled over. “You’re having dinner with the guy you’re stalking.” 
 
    Helena blinked her gaze to his in the mirror. “I’m not stalking him.” But, oh hell, yes, she was. “I’m an insurance agent and I’m investigating—” 
 
     “Hey, if you say so.” The driver chuckled, turning to look at her over his shoulder. “I understand. You’re a young, beautiful woman with needs and that guy looks like he could fulfill them.”   
 
    She prayed for strength to keep from slapping the hungry grin off his face. Though she was trained in many different forms of defense, unnecessary violence wasn’t part of her nature. She knew a better way to silence him. 
 
    “All right.” She leaned up in her seat and put her phone away. “Here’s the truth then.” She darted her gaze to the left, then the right, and then back to his. “The guy we followed is a dragon with the power to decimate the world.” She smiled and sat back in her seat. “But I’m going to stop him.” 
 
    The driver nodded, his grin had all but faded. “Sure, lady, anything you say.” He finally pulled the car away, mumbling as he went, “Poor bastard got himself a real one.” 
 
    Helena sighed in the back seat. It felt good to tell someone the truth. Just to say it, spill it all out and let someone else in on it. Dragons were real and there was a chance of them returning. So what if they thought she was bat-shit crazy? It felt good to share it. That was the beauty of her extraordinary truth. No one believed her. It helped in other ways, too. 
 
    She smiled at the back of the cabbie’s head. Men didn’t like bat-shit crazy. 
 
    When they reached her building, she paid her fare plus his tip and headed to her home. On the way to her door, she thought about what she was getting herself in to and what she was going to wear. She hadn’t asked him if dinner was going to be formal or casual. Were they having burgers or lobster?  
 
    Why hadn’t she asked, she thought, fumbling for her keys? Why was she beginning to feel like one of Jacob’s adoring fans? She was doing her job, she reminded herself as she entered her apartment. She was being paid to do it, as were the rest of the members of The Bane, though few of them were active. The Council sent her a check every month for ten thousand dollars. That, along with her inheritance, though there was hardly any left to go around thanks to her father living so long and having so many heirs to his treasure, and what she made as a violinist allowed her to live semi-comfortably. She was by no means rich but life in her small, lower west side co-op was good for the most part. 
 
    She had two passions, playing her violin and searching for a creature of legend. It left little time for dating. Most of the time, she didn’t let herself think about it. But she knew what it felt like to share breakfast in bed with a man on a Sunday morning. She liked having someone to come home to or dress up for. Sometimes, she missed being held. She’d been in two relationships, one of them serious with Emerson Redding, a cellist in the orchestra. It ended badly when she discovered Emerson in bed with Nicole, the left cellist. Falling in love was great at first, and then it hurt. It hurt badly. She wasn’t looking forward to it happening again, so she avoided it. 
 
    Usually. Breakfast in a diner was one thing—a night out together was something else entirely. But she’d accepted a dinner invitation from a guy who gave the definition of man a whole new meaning. A man who made her knees buckle. A man she had to kill. She wanted to befriend him and, hopefully, get him to trust her and give up his secrets and, finally, his den. But having dinner with him was foolish and dangerous. Even if he weren’t the Gold, she’d be mad to ever think of him in a romantic way. He’d probably been with hundreds of women. A guy with money who looked the way he did would never remain faithful. 
 
    She laughed for even entertaining such a notion of there ever being anything between them. She should cancel—and invite him to lunch tomorrow. 
 
    She looked across the room to where she’d set down her phone, along with her doggie bag from Tony’s. The phone rang, startling her. How could she cancel, she thought, retrieving the cell? Had he blocked his number when he’d called? 
 
    “Hello?” she answered without looking at the screen. 
 
    “Helena, it’s Garion.” 
 
    She smiled. Did he really think she didn’t recognize his deep, honey-smooth voice? 
 
    “I’m sorry to call again.” 
 
    She wasn’t. Now she could cancel. Should she?  
 
    “I’m afraid I’m going to have to cancel our plans for tonight. Carina has been throwing up. Three times already and I—” 
 
    “Carina?” she asked. Did he have a girlfriend, a child? 
 
    “My cat. I’m heading out with her to the vet now. I’m hoping it’s nothing serious, but I want her checked and I don’t know how long it will be.” 
 
    “Of course,” Helena said. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the way his concern over his cat muddled her thoughts and made her skin feel warm and flushed, the same way it had when she’d first seen his cat’s picture on his phone. He was Drakkon under all that golden skin and formidable muscle. Did Drakkons have a soft spot for cats or was he more man than beast? 
 
    She wished she could find out.  
 
    “Helena?” 
 
    The sound of her name spoken on his breath singed her nerve endings like the lick of a flame.  
 
    “Yes?” she asked, pulling herself from thoughts of the physical. He wasn’t who she’d expected. She wouldn’t let it be a drawback. She would keep her thoughts on fire-filled skies, not on the soft resonance of worry lining his voice. 
 
    “Do you know a good vet?” 
 
    She blinked, pulled from the heat. “Don’t you have one?” 
 
    “I don’t normally live here.” 
 
    Her breath wavered. Her hope faltered. Where did he normally live? She needed to find out. “The Animal Medical Center. Sixty-second and York, I believe. Use the Emergency Room entrance.” 
 
    “Got it. Thank you,” he said and then went silent for another moment. 
 
    No future plans had been made. A goodbye now could be a goodbye for another fourteen years. “Let me know how she is.” Damn it, was that the best she could do? A vague invitation to call her about his cat? 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Garion,” she said before he could hang up, “would you like some company?” The moment she spoke the words, she regretted them. He was going to think her desperation to be with him was either common or quite obvious. Neither was attractive. She closed her eyes, awaiting his response. 
 
    “Yes.” It came laced with a lilt of gratitude. “Some company would be nice.” 
 
    Helena hung up, dropped her phone and herself on her sofa, and covered her face in her hands. “Oh, what the hell am I doing?” If anyone else had asked her that same question, she would have told them she was doing what no one else in The Bane had the courage and determination to do. What better way to gain someone’s trust than by being there to comfort him when he needed it? But was there more to her most recent invitation than trying to gain his trust? If something terrible happened to his cat, she didn’t want him to be alone. Where was his sister? Did he have friends here? 
 
    She thought of another hundred things she wanted to know about him, the Elders, her father while she grabbed her phone, a small, gold dagger, and her coat and left her apartment again. 
 
     
 
      
 
    He was already in the ER by the time Helena arrived. He sat alone in the crowded waiting room. An empty pet carrier rested on his lap and his black pea coat was strewn across the chair next to him. He looked uncomfortable and anxious in the small seat, and rubbed his fingers over his mouth then pushed his beanie further back on his head. Gold hair spilled out. 
 
    She hesitated going straight to him and watched him for a moment, snapping more pictures of him on her phone from across the nurse’s station.  
 
    She moved toward him, passing the station and smiling at a conversation going on about him. He looked in her direction and sprang from his seat when he saw her. Every eye followed his ascension. He was a sculpted tower of muscle and masculinity draped in black cashmere that stretched across his chest and arms.  
 
    “Thanks for coming,” he said as they met in the middle of the waiting room, his coat in one hand and the pet carrier in the other.  
 
    She was glad she had. He looked about to tear his hat from his head and start yanking at his beautiful hair if he had a free hand. Whether Drakkons had an affinity for cats or not, it was clear Garion loved his. Helena had to admit, it was a nice thing to know about a man.  
 
    “How is she?” she asked. She fought the urge to reach out and console him with a stroke to his arm.  
 
    “They’re running tests on her now.” 
 
    She would not have believed he could be any more magnificent than when he was standing beneath the sun, or blocking it and giving her orders. But the depth of emotion in his uncertain gaze made him vulnerable and he didn’t try to conceal it from her. 
 
    She offered him her most sincere smile and laid her hand on his arm. “She’s in good hands. I’m sure it’s nothing more than a fur ball.”  
 
    One corner of his mouth tilted slightly upward and a hint of levity splashed across his eyes. “She is mostly fur.” 
 
    Helena became aware of her hand still perched on his forearm. Doing her best to ignore the real elegance that lay beneath his clothes, she closed her fingers around his wrist and pulled him toward the nurse’s station. There was no reason not to use his devastating good looks to their advantage. “Excuse us. Mr. Gold needs to step away for a bit and would like to know if there’s any way to get an update on his cat before he goes. He’d be really grateful.” She turned to look at him, “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he agreed without pretense. 
 
    Three nurses offered to help.  
 
    Helena shook her head. He didn’t realize how good looking he was. It was damned refreshing. Why, out of all the men in the world, did this one have to be her sworn enemy? 
 
    “Where am I stepping away to?” Garion asked, leaning in close to her ear. 
 
    The nearness of his size and the warmth of his breath sent trickles of heat down her spine. She fought the insane urge to turn her head and look deep into his eyes. His mouth was too close. 
 
    “I thought”— She didn’t look at him but at one of the returning nurses. – “we could grab a cup of coffee.”  
 
    “Your cat is doing well,” the nurse said, looking at Garion. “The doctor is giving her fluids because she was a bit dehydrated from vomiting. They’re still running tests. It’ll be a little while. If you want,” she continued with only the slightest tremor in her voice, “I can call you the moment I hear anything.” 
 
    Clever, Helena thought, eyeing the nurse. She was pretty, with glossy chestnut hair tied into a ponytail, beautiful, brown eyes, and a dimple in her chin. Was she Garion’s type?  
 
    “I would appreciate that,” Garion said, accepting the nurse’s offer while he put on his coat.  
 
    His proximity was still close enough that Helena felt engulfed in raw power and alluringly scented wool when he lifted his arm over her shoulder and slipped it into his sleeve. She imagined if she moved even closer to him, he would smell the same. She listened to him give his number to the nurse, watched while the nurse wrote it down on paper. She felt a little lightheaded and did her best not to concentrate on the warmth of his body hovering slightly behind her. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked her, swinging the carrier’s long strap over his shoulder. 
 
    Was that his other hand pressed gently to her lower back? And was there a button back there that, when pressed, made her bones turn soft? 
 
    “I think so,” she muttered. She wasn’t. She’d anticipated many things, like escaping his fire, aiming her gold-tipped arrow at his heart, killing him. 
 
    She wasn’t ready to like him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
     
 
    “That happens often, I bet.” 
 
    Garion turned to look at her while they left the emergency room. He was still surprised Helena was here. He suspected ulterior motives but, right now, he didn’t care. It was nice to get his mind off Carina and why she was sick. “What does?” 
 
    “Girls giving you their numbers or asking for yours.” 
 
    Instead of answering, he swiped at his coattails and pulled his phone from his back pocket. He tapped it on, swiped to contacts and held the screen up to her. 
 
    She looked at it, and then at him and smiled. “It’s hard to believe. I read that you’re a recluse but do you really not know any women?” 
 
    He put away his phone and slanted his gaze at her while they strolled up the street. “What else have you read?” And why did he hate being reminded that she was only here to get information. According to Ellie, they knew nothing about him. 
 
    She appeared to have realized her error too late, but shrugged her shoulders, delicate even in her down parka. “You like to give away money and you own a club with your sister. That’s it, really.” 
 
    Ah, the club. Opening night. He thought he’d had that article taken down. That was where she’d obtained the picture of him to show Ellie. Helena had gone through a lot of trouble to find him. Why, if not to— 
 
    “Have you alerted the Elders?” he asked her quietly. He expected it was the first thing she’d done in the lobby of William Hutton’s building. What if The Bane came after him now? He couldn’t leave the States without Carina. “Have you told them that you found me?” 
 
    “There’s a Starbucks across the street,” she pointed out instead. 
 
    He wasn’t in the frame of mind to ignore the obvious anymore. He hadn’t transformed anyone in over fourteen years. He’d practically dropped off the face of the earth and, still, they…she had found him. The Bane was never going to stop hunting him. “I know why you’re here,” he said, pausing his steps and turning to look at her. “Why you befriended my sister. I know you’re Bane and I know why The Bane was created. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just want to be left alone.” 
 
    She didn’t deny any of it. She looked up at him, somber and silent. He had to clench his jaw to keep his gaze from softening on her.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she told him and turned to leave. 
 
    He reached out and caught the edge of her sleeve, pulling her back. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m trying to respect your wishes and leave—Oh,” her eyes opened wider, “you meant in general.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said and turned toward their destination. “I’m hoping you’ll help. In return,” he told her when she caught up, “I’ll tell you what you want to know as long as it doesn’t compromise me.” 
 
    “I want to know a lot,” she assured him as they entered the coffee house. 
 
    He walked behind her in the line and looked down at the pompom on her hat. “Maybe I can get to know a little about you in the process.” 
 
    She smiled over her shoulder and lifted her gaze to him. “Sure, what would you like to know?”  
 
    His gaze dipped to the beguiling slant of her plump lips and then rose to meet her deep, cobalt eyes. Who was Helena White? What was it about her that made him put aside everything and ask her to dinner? Or compelled him to accept her offer for company when she suggested it? He hadn’t been able to get her out of his thoughts since she left him at Tony’s. He told himself it was good to ponder her. He’d never known anyone in The Bane. He knew as little about them as they knew of him. He’d never hoped for any kind of treaty of peace. He still didn’t, but the possibility was worth looking in to.  
 
    But peace hadn’t haunted all morning. The challenging quirk of her brow had. The strength of will in the tilt of her ivory chin and the spark of danger in her eyes had. Her smiles, though as thoroughly enticing as his pancakes, had been mostly cool and laced with indifference at first. She was hiding things and she tempted him to listen in and find out what they were. But he was more than Drakkon and she was more than a hunter. She was fair and modest, despite her stark beauty. He liked her boldness and that she ordered more food than she could eat.  
 
    “Are you married?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she told him, the curl of her lips dragging his gaze back to them. “No boyfriend, either.” 
 
    He didn’t know why that information pleased him. He shook his head, smiling into her eyes. “Impossible. Have you seen you?” 
 
    She laughed at hearing her words used on her. “Jacob says I intimidate men but I can’t find the time to care.” 
 
    “You don’t intimidate me.” 
 
    Her laughter faded as she settled her gaze on his. “You’re not—all man.”  
 
    “Hmm.” Garion cocked his head and smiled though her sting went deeper than he would have expected. She didn’t let herself forget what he was, a beast she’d been taught to fear and trained to kill. He wouldn’t deny that the blood of Drakkon flowed through his veins. He couldn’t. Even if he never turned and flew again, Drakkon fire burned deep. “Perhaps, all male, is a term better used to describe me.” 
 
    The line moved up but she remained in her place, staring up at him with eyes that beckoned him to take to the sky.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed like a soft sigh across his chin, “perhaps.” 
 
    Despite her insult and the look of extreme distaste on her face while she delivered it, he suffered the insane urge to run his knuckles over her alabaster jaw, to smile like a fool at the way she was looking at him now. 
 
    To breathe fire and show you how much male I am. 
 
    A crimson streak brushed across her milky complexion as if her snow was no match for his fire. She drew in a short, shallow breath while she stared into his eyes, feeding the flames. Had she heard him? Had he sent the thought to her without realizing it? He couldn’t ask her without revealing that it was possible. 
 
    “Can I take your order?”  
 
    The flames receded as he severed his gaze from Helena’s and turned to the barista. “Two coffees.” 
 
    “Make one a Grande Latte Macchiato, please,” Helena said, stepping forward, still looking a bit flushed but recovering quickly. 
 
    Garion didn’t frequent coffee houses. He’d been to Starbucks only twice before while visiting his sister. He didn’t know much about Latte Macchiatos. It sounded pleasing. “Make that two,” he corrected and smiled at the barista. 
 
    “Anything you want,” she smiled back, her prettily-painted lids dipping over her eyes. “What’s your name?” 
 
    He straightened his shoulders and slanted his gaze at Helena. She didn’t appear affected by the barista’s obvious flirtations, though he found it rude. “Should we just stand over there?” he asked, turning back to the barista. 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded and held a marker up to a cup. “If you give me your name they can call you when your order’s ready.” 
 
    “Oh,” he breathed, feeling foolish but managing another smile. “It’s Garion.” 
 
    The barista was quick to grin and forgive him. She held up his cup after she wrote his name on it. “Did I spell it right?” 
 
    “Come on,” Helena said impatiently, passing him and taking him by the hand as she went.  
 
    Garion took an instant to realize that it was her small, warm hand in his. Why would she do this? Did she mean to entrance him with such an intimate embrace? He was tempted to run the pad of his thumb over her fingers, but she would pull away. He didn’t want her to. He liked how holding her hand felt. 
 
    He let her lead him to another small crowd waiting for their drinks and released her when she took back her hand and turned to look at him. “She isn’t Bane.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment not understanding, then looked over his shoulder at the barista. “I didn’t think so.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, a hint of her smile returning. “Do you avoid giving your name to everyone?” 
 
    “No, I thought she was…ehm.” He hated admitting it because he knew it made him sound like a conceited asshole. “I thought she was flirting with me.”  
 
    Helena’s widening smile revealed that she heard the same thing. “It happens often, I’m sure.” 
 
    “No,” he told her, “it doesn’t. I don’t spend much time around people. Remember?” 
 
    “So you don’t date?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He gave her a quizzical look. When he’d agreed to tell her what she wanted to know in return for helping him live free of The Bane, he assumed that she wanted to know more about his power and his heritage. But everything she had asked him since breakfast was of a much more personal nature. 
 
    “Garion!” someone called out. A young man behind the counter held up two large cups and called out his name again. 
 
    “So, why don’t you?” she persisted when he retrieved their drinks and handed hers to her.  
 
    “It’s too risky,” he supplied and kept walking. 
 
    “How is dating risky?” she asked, following him. 
 
    “It could lead to…” Damn it. He didn’t want to have this conversation. He turned to look at her and tossed her a scowl. “…intimacy.” 
 
    The widening of her eyes, the parting of her plump lips tempted him to forgive her for poking around in his heart. 
 
    “What’s so bad about intimacy?” she forged on, forcing more out of him. 
 
    He glanced around for a place to sit, anything to avoid answering. The coffee house was crowded. Too crowded for his comfort. He needed to stretch his arms. He needed to get back to Carina. “We should be getting back.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” she called out when he headed for the door. “This topic isn’t open for discussion,” she said, catching up. “It adds to the mystique.” 
 
    He slanted his glance and his slightest smile at her as they stepped outside. “What mystique is that?” 
 
    “Drakkon king, rich recluse, man of mystery,” she provided, sipping her drink. “Take your pick.” 
 
    “Drakkon king?” he laughed, popping open the lid on his cup. “That’s one I haven’t heard before. But it’s incorrect. A king with no subjects is just a man.”  
 
    “But if he had a chance to be king, why wouldn’t he take it?” she asked, doubling her steps to keep up with his long strides. 
 
    He took a sip of his latte. It wasn’t half-bad, but he still preferred hot chocolate. “Because the cost would be too high.” 
 
    “For who?” 
 
    “Mankind.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed softly. She was quiet after that and Garion hoped she understood now that he had no intention of filling the sky with Drakkons—unless he was forced to do so by The Bane’s next move.  
 
    “Garion?” 
 
    Hell, but he liked the sound of her voice and the way his name sounded on her lips. It was distracting and that was what he had to guard against.  
 
    “Yes, Helena?” Somehow, he had to find a way to remain focused while she walked by his side, brushing her arm against his, while she looked up at him with curious eyes sparked with amusement or anger. He liked her company and that was dangerous. He wanted The Bane to stay away from his family and leave him alone. Helena was part of The Bane. His time with her served a purpose. Nothing more. Best to remember that else he risked falling for her. Where would that leave him besides lonelier than he already was?  
 
    “Are you telling me that you would be content to fly alone for as long as you live?” 
 
    He nodded and broke their gaze to look straight ahead. “I don’t fly.” He realized that he must be going mad to be speaking of such things with a hunter.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, hurrying a few inches forward, forcing him to look at her. “You don’t turn?” 
 
    “Not for the last fourteen years.” 
 
    She stopped, her eyes wide, her latte pressed to her chest. “Fourteen?” 
 
    Being Bane, she probably knew about his attack on the Whites the night they’d killed Thomas. She had every reason to hate him. What was she doing with him here with his cat? He didn’t want to be talking to her about this—the darkest day of his life and the day he became fully aware that Drakkons and man could never co-exist. 
 
    “Why fourteen?” she asked. 
 
    He scowled, thinking how much he’d already shared with her. He found her easy to talk to, but he had to be careful about what spilled out of his mouth. He understood why she tried to pry into his past and his personal life. She couldn’t trust what the Drakkon was capable of doing without knowing the man first. It was reasonable and, if it would convince her to help him, he would tell her what she wanted to know. 
 
    But he didn’t want to. 
 
    “I killed some people. A lot of people. I’m sure you know about it. They were members of your family.” 
 
    “Yes.” She lowered her gaze, shielding it behind her lashes. “I know about it.” 
 
    Why was she here, offering him the promise of peace instead of trying to cut his throat? She came from the brood of peacekeepers, true. But also from the line of the first man who’d wanted him dead. He looked away. He didn’t owe her an explanation but he wanted her to know that being a killer was not in his nature.  
 
    “I lost my mind that night. I lost control and almost everything else important to me.” He turned back to her. “I’m sorry it was your family who killed him.” 
 
    She nodded, either agreeing with him or accepting his apology, and then met his gaze. “Thomas White?” 
 
    “Yes,” he told her, resuming his steps, “and my friends, Will and Aidan. They were children.”  
 
    “I remember hearing about them,” she said after a few moments of walking in silence with him.  
 
    “Losing Thomas broke me in half,” he continued, not really sure why he did.  
 
    “He was your friend.” 
 
    “He was more than that,” he told her. “It was his face that I saw when I first opened my eyes to life. He helped me learn how to walk, talk, and use the toilet. When it came time to learn to fly, he left me in the care of a man better suited at the time for the job. He remained in our lives and he died because I shared my blood with him. They all did. I was consumed by grief and guilt. I wasn’t thinking about there being women and children inside that house. Anyway,” he said as they reached the emergency room and entered it. “That’s why I haven’t turned or turned anyone else.” 
 
    “What did you hear about there being children in the house?” she asked him on a quavering voice. 
 
    “I heard there were two. I don’t know their names. Do you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. No, I don’t. I’ve never heard any talk of children being lost.” 
 
    “Really?” He stopped and turned to her. Was it possible that what he’d heard was untrue? He hadn’t burned any children? The thought of it made him feel weightless for the first time in over a decade. Let it be true. He stared into her eyes, so tempted to search her thoughts. Just a nudge. Just to know if she was being truthful. “It would mean a lot to me if I knew that was true.” 
 
    “Mr. Gold?” Someone touched his arm. He pulled back, severing his slight connection with Helena before she answered. “Your cat is being discharged.” 
 
    He turned to a woman he hadn’t seen before. She smiled and held out her hand. 
 
    “I’m Doctor Richards. All of Carina’s tests came back negative. The vomiting has stopped and, after a little rehydration, she’s up and active. And quite vocal. I think she wants you.” She smiled again. This time, Garion smiled back. “Follow me and you can get her ready to go home.” 
 
    He thanked her for everything she’d done and laid his hand on Helena’s back to lead her forward. She paused. “I can wait here.” 
 
    He shook his head and urged her on. “You kept me sane today. As a way to thank you, I’m letting you meet my cat. That’s big, in case you didn’t know.” 
 
    The dulcet tones of her soft feminine laughter filled his ears and softened his smile. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    He leaned down to speak quietly in her ear. “You already know more about me than I intended. Later, I’m going to have to ponder how you managed it.”  
 
    She tilted her chin in his direction and replied in the same hushed tone. “I know hardly anything.” 
 
    They both heard the plaintive meows coming from a room just ahead. Garion turned toward the sound and breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m coming, Your Highness,” he called out, before turning his amused gaze to Helena. “What does it say about me that I let a little cat boss me around?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for her answer but stepped past Dr. Richards and entered the room.  
 
    The instant she saw him, Carina’s meows grew louder, more urgent. When he reached the exam table, she broke free of the assistant’s hands and sprang toward him. She pressed her front paws to his belly and stretching up, begged him with more mournful cries to pick her up and get her out of here.  
 
    Hell, he loved this little bit of fluff.  
 
    Granting her wish, he lifted her to his chest, where she immediately quieted down. “You gave me a scare, little lady.”  
 
    His eyes found Helena standing by the door. He beckoned her to come and, for a moment, he didn’t think she would. She appeared affected by the sight of Carina, which he understood. But then she stepped forward and reached her hand out. 
 
    “Hello, Carina. I’m so glad you’re well.”  
 
    Her voice was mesmerizingly soft and gentle reaching Garion’s ears. Her fingers brushed against his chest when she stroked Carina’s coat, setting fire to his insides. 
 
    Carina purred. She liked Helena. 
 
    The problem was, so did he. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    But he was the Gold. The Gold. And true to his nature, he set fire to her blood and bones, her nerves, her flesh. He heated her thoughts with the subtlest nuances of movement; near her, against her. Helena couldn’t just drop all her walls because of the way he looked holding his cat. Or because he sounded like a man who’d just been given a small piece of his life back when he thought he hadn’t killed children. But did he deserve such relief? He claimed he didn’t want to hurt anyone. But he already had. He’d killed forty-two members of her family, including her half-brother Hendrick—most likely her father.  
 
    But she understood now who Thomas White had been to him; his first foster father and a man Garion had loved. Garion had acted out of rage and grief—and guilt. She’d seen it in his eyes when he’d spoken. He regretted altering Thomas and his friends. If what he told her about not turning since that night was true, then he regretted his killing spree, as well. She believed him, about this at least—and worse, so much worse, was that she sympathized with him for the first time in her life. 
 
    “I just need you to sign some papers and then you can go,” the doctor said, drawing him away from Helena’s hand.  
 
    She watched him bend to sign the release form while Carina crawled up his thick arm and settled down on his shoulder. Even the doctor couldn’t take her eyes off him. How could he not know any women? Was it possible that he didn’t date? Why did he think intimacy was risky? Was he afraid to love? Had he loved and been hurt already? He hadn’t wanted to discuss it. Why not? Why the hell did it make him even more attractive and mysterious?  
 
    She’d told him he wasn’t all man. The instant the words had left her mouth, she knew she didn’t believe them. Saying Garion wasn’t all man was like saying the sky wasn’t vast. An obvious untruth that had tasted bitter on her tongue. But a man was more than just the fine sculpt of his body, the radiance of his countenance. What made him complete was what he held close to his heart. 
 
    She looked at his cat, safe and satisfied, back in his care.  
 
    He told her he didn’t fly. Is that why he was never spotted? Because he didn’t transform? And if he didn’t transform, The Bane would not be able to kill him. 
 
    Did she want them to? She hadn’t even alerted the Elders that she’d found him yet. He wanted her help. He wanted to be left alone. 
 
    He stood to his full height and handed the doctor back her pen. Carina didn’t flinch.  
 
    “Aww,” Doctor Richards stepped closer to Garion and reached up to pet Carina on his shoulder. “I’ll miss you, sweet girl. I hope you come by from time to time to say hello.” 
 
    Carina hissed and took a swipe at her. Helena smiled. She liked Carina. 
 
    “Well,” Helena said, stepping forward and offering the doctor a cool smile. “Thank you.” She didn’t know what this little flare of possessiveness over him was. He wasn’t her boyfriend. He wasn’t even her friend. But the doctor didn’t know that. Neither had the barista, who sure as hell was flirting with him—The barista. Garion hadn’t told her his name because he thought she was flirting with him. Had his refusal been for Helena’s consideration?  
 
    She thought men like this didn’t exist anymore. 
 
    She smiled when he opened the carrier and his cat hurried down his arm and into it.  
 
    His cell rang. Helena moved a little closer to hear who called. 
 
    “Hey Red,” he said, answering. 
 
    Red? Helena’s attention piqued. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, buddy, I can’t make it today.” He told his friend about Carina and then apologized again, this time for not being in contact with him for two months. 
 
    Helena remembered him telling her he didn’t live here. Was Seventy-second a side apartment? 
 
     “Sure. Come over for lunch and we’ll catch up. Okay, sounds good.” He hung up and returned his phone to his pocket. 
 
    “Any relation to Simion the Red?” she asked Garion, preceding him out of the exam room.  
 
    “Very distantly, if at all,” he answered behind her. “An uncle or cousin maybe.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Jeremy?” 
 
    She shook her head, stopping in the hall to turn to him. “Simion the Red. How come I’ve never heard of him? If the Elders knew—” 
 
    “They knew,” he assured her. “They wanted him dead. He was Drakkon and he was staying Drakkon. The Amber, used on Simion twice, was useless. When he was killed, they were relieved and let his death go unanswered.” 
 
    “How did he die?” She needed more facts to research him properly. 
 
    “The question you should be asking, Helena,” he said in a low voice that worked its way through her flesh and then her bones, “is how did a Drakkon return to the sky when it was not me who transformed him?” 
 
    “Why in the world do you think it was my father?” she asked as they moved toward the exit.  
 
    “Because it was Patrick’s plan from the beginning. He believed Marcus had found my egg and, after your father transformed him, he sent Simion to kidnap Marcus’ life mate and hold her for ransom in exchange for me.” 
 
    So there were some who have actually seen the Drakkon, she thought, stepping into the cold. Of course, his parents would corroborate his story. He could probably get a thousand people to agree with him. 
 
    If he was telling her the truth, there was only one thing that could kill Drakkon besides golden arrows. And since The Bane had never been told of the Red, it wasn’t a weapon that had killed him. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And my father?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Him, I didn’t kill.” 
 
    Was he telling her the truth? 
 
    What now? Helena thought, when they came to the curb. He wasn’t going to leave Carina to go out to dinner. She cursed her traitorous, blasphemous heart but she didn’t want her time with him to end. There was so much more she needed to know. Had her father betrayed his ideals and returned a Drakkon to the sky? If Garion had turned the Red, the Elders would have used it as more proof to damn him. But they’d denied the Red’s return. Either they were lying or Garion was. Was Garion real? Did he truly believe that the cost of altering others was too high for the human race or was he telling her what she wanted to hear? Did the Drakkon agree with The Bane? She didn’t know where to go with it. She’d never prepared herself for this kind of confrontation. Would it change the outcome?  
 
    Damn it. “Well,” she said, looking into the street. “I’m going to catch a cab. I hope—” 
 
    “Oh.” His expression went a little dark for the first time since he’d learned his cat was well. 
 
    She raised her brows at him. Oh? Did he have other plans that didn’t include her departure? 
 
    “I didn’t think about you going home.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and quirked her mouth at him. “So you thought I’d stay with you…for what? Forever?” 
 
    He smiled and she liked that her sassy mouth amused him. “That’s not an entirely unpleasant thought.” 
 
    She had the insane urge to giggle. What the hell was wrong with her? He was Drakkon. Forever was probably like forever. Was he being charming, sincere, playful? Why did his words feed her madness like timber to a dying flame?  
 
    “You’re taking Carina home, aren’t you,” she said for lack of anything better. “Besides, why would you want me to know where you live?” 
 
    “I could blindfold you,” he offered with a dimpled grin that tore at her logic. “It wouldn’t be a problem getting you into the building,” he went on. “My concierge maintains the strictest confidentiality.” 
 
    “I bet.” Was he really inviting her to his apartment? Was Ellie there? 
 
    “Do you have plans?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts. 
 
    She shook her head. Jacob would kill her—if Garion didn’t. Where had her senses run off to? Garion was Drakkon. Drakkon couldn’t be trusted.  
 
    But Garion, the man, had shown her so much of who he was already. He loved. She’d never considered that he could because she’d only seen him reflected in the light of his destruction. Now, she was seeing him in another light, awash in rays of vulnerability and modesty—despite easily being the sexiest, most beautiful man alive. There was something exhilaratingly guileless and open about him, and just as deeply mysterious.  
 
    Taking her silence as consent, he hailed a cab. “Sandwiches and beer sound good for lunch?” 
 
    She tilted her head and offered him a smile of feigned astonishment. “Two shared meals in the same day? Is that normal?”  
 
    A taxi pulled up and Garion held open the door. His steady, thoughtful gaze on her tore at her strength to defy her commitment to resist him. “You don’t strike me as someone who gives a damn about normal.” 
 
    He was right. She didn’t give a damn and slipped inside. She helped him set down Carina’s carrier between them before he climbed into the car. 
 
    “Seventy-second and West End,” he told the cabbie. 
 
    Was she really going with him to his apartment? She should be going to have her head examined. She wasn’t afraid of him. If things turned bad, she could take care of herself. Her fight training had begun at an early age and she continued as she matured, mastering thirteen different disciplines in self-defense. She’d known what could possibly be coming, thanks to the Gold. The Bane would be called back to duty and Helena had wanted to be physically ready. If she had to fight off Garion, and possibly his friend, she could.  
 
    The sunlight outside the window cast a golden hue over the classic beauty of his profile. “You mentioned on the phone that you don’t normally live here?” 
 
    He turned to look at her. “Did I?”  
 
    She wasn’t going to let him deny it now. “Yes, that’s why you don’t have a vet for your beloved cat. Remember?” 
 
    His dimples flashed. “Yes, right.” 
 
    “You apologized to your friend on the phone for not seeing him for two months. Where were you?”  
 
    “I was home,” he answered in a quiet voice and turned to look out the window. 
 
     “You have more than one home,” she said, watching his long, broad fingers resting close to the opening of Carina’s carrier. 
 
    “No. I only have one home.” 
 
    She lifted her gaze, wishing for a moment that she were so loved by a man…like him.  
 
    “It’s not in England or New York, is it?”  
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    That was it. That was all he was going to tell her. Damn it! “When are you returning home?” She shifted in the backseat because she wasn’t sure why she’d asked. To give The Bane time to catch him? Or for other, purely personal reasons? 
 
    “Soon, I imagine.” 
 
    She fastened her gaze to the beguiling sensuality of his mouth. “You’re not going to tell me where you’re going, are you?” 
 
    The tawny glint in his eyes when they met hers wreaked havoc on her breath. “What would be the good in that?” 
 
    Right. He was right. He’d be a fool to tell anyone from The Bane where he kept his true lair. She agreed and she hated herself for it. Why was she sympathizing with him? What was next? Would she let him go to return to his hiding place, possibly never seeing him again? 
 
    The taxi pulled up to his building, per Garion’s instruction.  
 
    “You could blindfold me,” she offered with a playful smile while he paid the fare. 
 
    His eyes grew soft on her for a moment. The chuckle in his voice only added to his sensual baritone when he spoke. “That’s very tempting.” He took hold of Carina’s carrier and left the cab. On the other side, Helena let herself out. 
 
    “But what,” he asked her over the roof of the car, “would be in it for you if you didn’t know where you were?” 
 
    “That’s assuming I want to know so that I can alert The Bane,” she replied and met him at the curb.  
 
    He charmed her with a curious tilt of his lips and golden warmth in his eyes. “Why else would you want me to take you?” 
 
    Why, indeed, Helena thought while he greeted the doorman, who monitored the elevators from a small console. She’d fallen into an easy trap. How was she supposed to answer without exposing at least one truth? 
 
    “I’m expecting Jeremy Redmond,” Garion told the doorman. “Let me know when he arrives before you let him up, please.” He returned his attention to her and smiled while he led her into the lobby. “You were saying?” 
 
    She was saved from answering by an impeccably dressed man making his way toward them. “Welcome back, Mr. Gold. How is Carina?” 
 
    “She’s well, Charles,” Garion said and unzipped the carrier. He smiled at her downy head popping up to look around.  
 
    The concierge cooed something to the cat in French and Garion waited patiently for him to look up. 
 
    “Charles, this is Miss Helena White. She’ll be spending the day, and Jeremy Redmond will be arriving also.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Gold.” The concierge straightened the shoulders of his freshly pressed suit and tugged on the crisp white cuffs of his shirt and nodded at her. “Miss White.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Charles,” she held out her hand.  
 
    Looking as if none had ever offered him their hand before, he peered down his nose at it. Then he looked at her and, smiling, accepted her gesture. His smile remained when he returned his attention to Garion. “Shall I have something brought up, Sir?” 
 
    Garion turned to Helena first. “Is there something you’d like? Wine? Coffee? You seem to like coffee.”  
 
    She returned his smile and shook her head. 
 
    “Just some draft then,” he continued to Charles.  
 
    “You don’t have any coffee in your apartment?” Helena asked Garion on the way to the elevator. 
 
    “It’s not my drink of choice. Neither is draft,” he confessed as a little bell rang and the elevator door rolled open. 
 
    “It’s true then,” she said, “alcohol is poisonous to anyone with pure, or near pure Drakkon blood.” 
 
    He nodded and gave her a short laugh. “So I stubbornly learned at the age of seventeen, when I ended up on Red’s sofa, literally dying.” 
 
    She cringed, thinking about never being able to have a glass of wine again. 
 
    “So,” he said, stepping inside the elevator with her when it arrived, “you were about to tell me why you’d be willing to let me blindfold you if I agree to take you home.”  
 
    Helena sighed inwardly. Not this again. She hoped he’d forgotten what they had been talking about before Charles interrupted them. She still had no more plausible reason than the truth…or part of it, so she used it. “I don’t want you to disappear again. Not yet. Not until agreements are made between you and The Bane and you are left alone. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 
 
    His steady, searching stare unsettled her. “Yes, that’s what I want.” 
 
    Had he moved closer or had she? His nearness was both daunting and magnetic. “But you didn’t answer my question. Why do you want to come home with me? How do you know I’d bring you back once you were there?” 
 
    “I don’t want to come home with you,” she breathed, not knowing why the words made her insides go warm, her limbs, soft. “You make me sound like your next pet.” 
 
    He stared into her eyes then dipped his gaze to her lips. She had the sense that if she took another step forward he would haul her into his arms. She wasn’t sure anymore what she could do to stop him—or if she wanted to. How could she betray who she was? How could she like him, find him so attractive? Sympathize with him? “There’s only one way this could work. Convince me that you’ll keep your word and never transform any Drakkon. If you can, I will go before the Council on your behalf.” 
 
    “Only one way what could work?”  
 
    “What?” she asked as the elevator door rolled away. Was that all he’d heard? She glanced out and then turned to stare at the expanse of space and bright golden light. “Oh sh—” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    She had been so busy trying not to kiss him that she hadn’t realized they’d come to the top.  
 
    “The penthouse?” she asked, stepping away, out of the elevator and onto the diamond-patterned wood floors. “Nice.” If this was where he stayed when he visited, then he had more money than she suspected. 
 
    She remained in the foyer and looked around while he released Carina from her carrier. A spacious grand room was set out before her three steps down, decorated in bronze, wood, and windows. Two-thirds of the room was made of frameless glass panels letting in light from the sun. Below a large skylight that revealed the vast sky, overstuffed sofas and chairs were upholstered in deep shades of crimson and gold. Sunlight spilled in from every angle, illuminating the rich colors and detail in the custom bookshelves and cabinetry lining an entire wall. A free-floating, four-sided bronze and glass fireplace added to the ambience of warmth.  
 
    It reminded Helena of a cozy nest at the top of a tree. 
 
    She whistled. “This is yours?” 
 
    “Yes.” He removed his hat and coat and took hers then set the bundle onto the nearest chair. “Let me show you around.” 
 
    With his palm pressed to the small of her back, he led her to the edge of the grand room. “This is the sitting room,” he said, perched on the top step at the edge of the light. 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it?” She tossed him a sardonic half-smile. “It’s a bit more than that. It’s huge.” 
 
    “Well,” he said, looking around. “It’s where I sit.”  
 
    Her smile on him softened as he turned left to lead her down a long hallway. She liked how he was both uncomplicated and complex. She probably shouldn’t like it. But she did. She also liked how his sweater clung to the muscles in his arms and stretched across his shoulders. From her vantage point, she noted also that his jeans fit quite well around his derrière and long legs. “Nice paintings,” she said admiring, the art on the hallway walls rather than him. 
 
    He thanked her and pointed off to the right. “The kitchen is this way. I’ll start lunch. Feel free to look around. Those doors are bedrooms, master and guest. There’s a breakfast nook at the end of the hall and a terrace at the next right. It leads back to the sitting room and then back here.” 
 
    That was okay. She didn’t want to stand on a terrace eleven stories up in the dead of winter. Besides, she wasn’t here to learn more about his penthouse. “I’ll stay and help you.” 
 
    He smiled and they both followed Carina into the kitchen that was no less grand than the rest of the place.  
 
    Helena ran her hand over one of the sleek white Corian walls, three being white and the fourth, a beautiful slate gray to match the hanging steel lights above the cooking area. Refrigerator, stove, and dishwasher were all stainless steel and dark gray, slab stone countertops added to its crisp, clean aesthetic. 
 
    She could live here. 
 
    “I meant to ask you,” he said, pulling her attention back and still smiling, wreaking havoc on her thoughts, “when is your next concert?” 
 
    How did he know she played in the Philharmonic? She hadn’t told him. She was certain of it. “We just finished the season.” She watched Carina leap to a stool and then spring atop the rectangular island. “So not for another twelve weeks.” She looked at him while she moved about. “You’ve done some research on me then?” 
 
    “Ellie told me what you did for a living,” he confessed easily.  
 
    She was about to ask him what else his sister told him when the wall fell away from her fingers, drawing back her attention. She turned and stared out a 10 foot tall window overlooking Riverside and the sun-glinted Hudson beyond. The only thing standing between her and the concrete eleven stories down was a panel of glass. 
 
    She didn’t like heights. She moved to take a step back but a feeling of longing pulled her back. She looked up at the sky and then down at her feet. Hendrick had often warned her and Jacob that the urge to fly would be stronger in them because, unlike most of their half-siblings, Helena and her brother were born without generations of mixed blood. 
 
    He had been wrong. She didn’t want to fly. She didn’t even like thinking about it. 
 
    She turned away from the window and stepped into Garion looking down at her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked in a quiet tone, strands of wheaten gold hair falling around his face. “Are you afraid of heights?” 
 
    “I’m afraid of falling,” she laughed and stepped around him. His nearness tempted her to cast everything aside and throw herself into his arms. 
 
    “The windows are tempered safety glass. Very hard to break,” he reassured, turning to follow her with his gaze. 
 
    “But not impossible,” she pointed out and went to Carina. 
 
    “I wouldn’t let you fall.” 
 
    “No?” She sat in a high seat at the island and smiled into Carina’s beautiful, green eyes. “What would you do?” She turned to look at him. She wanted to ask him if he would fly, proving he wasn’t as dedicated to his promise to keep Drakkon out of the sky, as he’d claimed. If he was lying about one thing, he was likely lying about it all. It would make everything so much easier. 
 
    He stretched out his arm then snapped it back instantly and gave her a triumphant grin. “I have lightning fast reflexes.” 
 
    She laughed, thinking that if he weren’t a fire-breathing Drakkon, he’d be damned adorable, quite possibly the most charming man she’d ever known. How could he look the way he did and not be the most conceited being alive? Instead, he seemed awkward and unfamiliar with women. She wondered again about women in his life. Surely there had to be some. 
 
    “So, Garion,” she asked watching him rummage through the enormous refrigerator, “how do you keep women away? I know you’re a hermit, but do you live in a cave or something?” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and cast her a wry smile before returning to his search for mayo.  
 
    Helena waited for his reply and when none came, she scowled at his back. He wasn’t going to willingly tell her anything. More extreme measures were going to be necessary. When he turned, his big arms filled with ingredients, she hurried to help.  
 
             He refused her offer but she stepped in his path and stopped in front of him. Without touching her, he made her quiver at the suppressed strength of his body.  
 
    She stared up at him, fighting not to wilt. She plucked three cucumbers and two containers from his arm. “Do you keep them away from here, too?”  
 
    “Yes,” he answered on a husky breath that sent fire down her spine. 
 
    “Why me?” she asked pressing the containers to her chest. “Why did you bring me here and no one else? Don’t evade the answer, Garion. Tell me or I’m leaving.” 
 
     “Blackmail?” he asked, raising his brow. 
 
    She tossed him a beguiling smile as she turned toward the island counter. “It’s only blackmail if you don’t want me to leave.” 
 
    “I see,” he said, following her and setting down his bundle next to hers. “Well, I don’t want you to leave, which also answers your question as to why I invited you to come here.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She tilted her face to him and smiled. She liked his answer. She’d accepted his invitation for the very same reason. Could she be as honest with him?  
 
    A flash of sunlight set fire to his eyes as he stepped toward her, reminding her of what lay dormant in his heart. “Who are you, Garion? You could be the deadliest threat to mankind, or you could be… someone different.” 
 
    He leaned in until they almost shared breath, his gaze, potent and powerful, drawing her closer. Her heart nearly burst through her ribs at the slight flare of his nostrils, the subtle tightening of his lips as he fought the desire gleaming in his eyes.  
 
    He didn’t press his mouth to hers but reached for her hand. Slipping his fingers under hers, he drew her knuckles to his lips for a lush, lingering kiss that shook her to her core. 
 
    “I’m someone different,” he said, straightening.  
 
    His phone rang, thankfully pulling Garion a safer distance away and giving her time to compose herself. When had this turned so serious? Why wasn’t she running? Alerting The Bane, the Elders? Common sense had abandoned her. 
 
    “Sure, no problem. See you later then, buddy.” He set his phone down on the countertop and looked at her. “It’s just going to be us for lunch. Red’s been delayed.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” Helena cursed herself after she said it. Or rather, at the way she said it, as if she were fifteen and he was her first crush. Were her eyes as big as Carina’s when she looked at him? She was pathetic, and even more so because she was disappointed that the moment had passed.  
 
    “Reds enjoy discord and fighting,” she pondered out loud. “I wonder what he will think about you entertaining a member of The Bane.” 
 
    “I suspect he won’t be happy, at first. But once you aim one of your smiles at him, he’ll be lost.” 
 
    Oh? Was he losing? If he were, what would it gain her? The Bane couldn’t touch him as long as he remained a man. If she could get the Elders to agree to terms with him and he kept his promise, a man he would remain. That meant he’d be living somewhere in the world with his secrets intact and, unless she was ready to betray her family, she’d never see or hear from him again.   
 
    If the Elders refused his proposal and he turned, The Bane would likely find and kill him, and they would expect her to help. 
 
    Looking at him slicing bread dulled the victory she’d awaited so long. 
 
    Being with him felt so normal, so natural. But it wasn’t. He’d been her enemy for the last fourteen years. She shouldn’t be sitting in his kitchen, flirting with him to gain information she wasn’t sure she wanted anymore. And that was the most alarming thing of all. Had she wasted all her years chasing every lead, only to let it all go because the Gold seemed to be a good man, or because maybe he wasn’t a monster after all? What about her father? Had he really used a Drakkon to kidnap a woman so he could kill a child for his own gain? 
 
    They talked over carved turkey sandwiches with cranberry dressing, cucumber and arugula, and beers delivered by Charles and ignored by Garion.  
 
    She told him about Emerson and shrugged when he called the cellist a complete fool. “Love is fickle.” 
 
    “No. No it’s not,” he argued softly and picked up his sandwich with both hands. “Not when it’s real.” 
 
    She looked up from her beer and smiled at him. “Not for anything, but how would you know? You don’t even date! And that reminds me, why don’t you?” 
 
    He took a bite of his sandwich and, for a moment, she thought he was going to try to evade her question again. Then, “I don’t know how long I’m going to live in this world. If it’s as long as Drakkons before me, I don’t want to watch the woman I love die.”  
 
    Helena would have smiled at such a tender sentiment but he licked the tip of his finger, dragging her attention to his mouth.  
 
    “Besides any who married their life mates,” he said, “do you know how many husbands and wives the Elders have had?  
 
    No, she didn’t. She’d never considered how many times they had loved and lost. She was glad she’d been born human. Immortality sucked.  
 
    “I want only one. My life mate, and I’ll never find her.” 
 
    Helena stopped chewing—she may have stopped breathing, as well—and blinked at him. But, wait. Why did she care that he practically looked her straight in the eye and told her she wasn’t the one for him? She didn’t want to be the one for him! Why did the thought of taking another bite of her delicious sandwich make her want to throw up? “What do you mean by life mate and how do you know you’ll never find her?” 
 
    “I mean a mate who will live out life with me, no matter if our lives last for years or for centuries.” 
 
    “A Drakkon,” she guessed out loud, trying not to sound as disappointed as she felt.  
 
    I need to call Dr. Curtis tomorrow and make an appointment to speak to a shrink. 
 
    “So,” she continued, “you’ve not only chosen never to fly again, you’re also prepared to live alone for who knows how long?” When he nodded, she shook her head. “You won’t last. You’re a romantic.” 
 
    He slanted his gaze and his smile at her. “Am I?” 
 
    “You are. You probably grew up on stories about chivalry and all that from your mother’s books. Yes, I know who your mother is. You already knew that,” she said, waving her hand to blow off his concern. “You’re very well-mannered and considerate, and just the fact that you can have endless women in however many nests you have scattered around the world, and you only want one, gives you away. You’ll give in, and then there will be two Drakkon.” 
 
    He got up from his chair and took his plate to the sink. “I won’t give in.” 
 
    She should be thrilled, hopeful, at least, that he was so sure. But a part of her fought back regret. She knew the utter foolishness of getting involved with him. She hated herself for even thinking of it. But knowing she could never mean anything to him made her want to. 
 
    She left her chair and helped him clean up the kitchen. “Garion?” she asked wiping her hands. “Are you ever lonely?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, turning to her. “Sometimes. But there’s no choice.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed quietly, feeling terribly sorry for him, “there isn’t.” 
 
    She followed him to the sitting room and watched him step into shafts of light spilling in from the skylight. A small sound escaped her at the sight of him. He was right about his hair she thought, staring at him instead of moving toward him. It made him even more radiant. 
 
    “I want to believe everything you’ve told me so far.” 
 
    His lips curved upward until his smile reached his warm gaze. “I want that, too.” 
 
    He invited her to join him on the sofa but she was afraid of what going to him meant. She was feeling things for him that she shouldn’t be feeling. She wanted the truth on some things. She needed it before she took another step in any direction.  
 
    “I think there’s a way for me to believe you, Garion. I’m going to tell you something I believe will be of great value to you. I’m telling you because I always considered what I’d lost, never what being Drakkon had cost you—and I’m telling you in exchange for the truth to the questions I put to you. You will have to weigh the value of what I tell you against what you give in return. Is that fair?” 
 
    “No.” He still hadn’t sat down. She wished he would. If he came toward her, she still didn’t know which way to go. “How can I prove the truth to you without evidence?” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to prove anything. This is going to be based on trust. Me trusting your sense of what is fair.” 
 
    “Helena,” He took a step forward but she held up her hand, horrified to see it trembling.  
 
    Get it together. Get it together.  
 
    “At the hospital, you said it would mean a lot to you if you knew you didn’t kill any children.” She looked into his tawny eyes and saw the emotion there. “You didn’t. There were children there that night. But you didn’t kill them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
          Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Garion didn’t believe his ears. How had the children escaped? The relief she brought him nearly buckled his legs. He fell into the sofa and raked the fingers of both hands through his hair. For fourteen years he had believed he was the worst kind of monster. But this...this…He looked at her standing at the top of the stairs. “You’re certain of this, Helena?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How? How do you know?” 
 
    “Because Jacob and I were the children.” 
 
    He sprang from his seat but stopped short of going to her. Instead, he took in what it meant and exhaled a low moan. She’d been there when he killed her family. She must have been terrified. She couldn’t have been more than nine or ten at the time. “Were you hiding?” 
 
    “We were in the woods.” 
 
    “Then—?” he asked, hesitant to continue. “—You saw me?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. We were the children. We escaped and lived.” She actually offered him a smile. “I can prove it was me because I saw you take Thomas’ body when it was over.” 
 
    She’d seen him. She’d seen him burn her family. She’d heard their screams— 
 
    His past had finally caught up with him right there in her eyes. Finally, he lowered his chin, severing their gaze. 
 
    “Garion.” She came to him, capturing his gaze and resting her hand on his arm. “My intention wasn’t to make you feel a certain way. It was to give you some relief from the weight you’ve endured because you believed you killed children.” 
 
    He wasn’t thinking. He was too consumed by the scent of her, the sound of her voice, her words, completely unselfish ringing in his ears. He took her face in his hands and closed the small gap between them. To his extreme delight, she didn’t resist but watched him with wide, inviting eyes. He hadn’t kissed a woman in so long he wondered if he’d forgotten how. He knew he shouldn’t, but he wanted to. He never wanted anything this bad. He bent to her and kissed the breath from her body. Her lips were soft and plump, molding to his, moving with his in the same passionate, needful dance. 
 
    He withdrew, giving her time to breathe, and tilted her head back to gaze on her beauty. He could feel himself falling, plummeting toward the earth and the only way to fly again was to take her in his arms.  
 
    Without further hesitation, he cupped her nape in his palm and slipped his other arm around her waist. He drew her in against him, tantalizingly aware of her pert breasts pressing against him, her heart pounding, and his, beating just as hard as she slipped her arms around his neck. He closed his eyes to kiss her again and thought he heard music somewhere off in the distance.  
 
    He didn’t think on it, or on anything else but the taste of her, the feel of her in his arms. Running his palm down her sweet, firm ass, he dragged her closer still, kissing her mouth, her chin, her throat. Still, he wanted more. He thought about carrying her to his bed, of peeling off her clothes to reveal the treasure beneath—and then claiming it as his own. But—an image of his scales, his spiked head, and long teeth invaded his thoughts. 
 
    Her phone rang at the same time so Garion wasn’t sure if she broke free of him to answer it, or if he’d passed the images in his head to hers. She did look rather terrified when she pulled her phone from her jeans and fell to the sofa.  
 
    “We need to talk,” she gasped out, looking up at him while her phone continued to ring. 
 
    What did they need to talk about? Did she want to warn him never to kiss her again? He wasn’t sure he could agree to it. Or had he just shown her the terrible beast from her nightmares? 
 
    “Hi, Jacob,” she finally said after accepting the call. Her voice still sounded shaky and her brother must have heard it. “No, I’m fine,” she assured, and then had to do it again three more times. “No, I’m not with—” She stopped and looked at Garion again. “All right, yes, I’m with him. Jacob, no—I’m perfectly fine. Don’t call Jarakan!” 
 
    No, don’t call Jarakan, Garion thought, moving toward her. The Bane would be all over him before he could return home. They’d likely bring him to the Elders, since they couldn’t kill him unless he turned. The Elders created The Bane. They didn’t follow the same rules.  
 
    When he reached Helena, he leaned down and plucked the phone from her fingers. 
 
    “Jacob, Garion Gold here.” 
 
    “Gold,” the voice on the other side was forceful but panic-stricken. “What are you doing with my sister?” 
 
    “We were having a late lunch. Nothing nefarious.” 
 
    “Lunch where? I’m coming to get her.” 
 
    Garion couldn’t blame him really. Hadn’t he done the same to Ellie? “If I tell you where we are, how do I know you won’t alert the Elders?” 
 
    “I don’t need to. They already know something’s up,” her brother told him. “Just before I called Helena I received a call from Aldric of the Thirteenth. Apparently the Elders have heard some kind of music that I’m told has something to do with you. They’re alerting everyone.” As he spoke her phone beeped. It was Aldric trying to reach her. 
 
    Music. Garion turned with the phone to his ear to look at Helena. Was she—? How could it be possible? She wasn’t Drakkon and he would never turn her. But he’d heard it, too, so faint that he’d paid no attention to it. But the Elders had heard it.  
 
    Helena. 
 
    She stood up, as if hearing him speak her name. The phone beeped in his ear again. 
 
    “Where’s my sister, Gold,” Jacob demanded. “That’s all I care about. I didn’t tell Aldric about you, but I will.” 
 
    Garion needed to warn Helena before she spoke to the Elder. He had to get off the phone before The Bane came looking for her.  
 
    “Jacob, I’m going to tell you but if you don’t come alone, chances are that we all die.” 
 
    “I’ll come alone, just don’t hurt my sister.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Garion gave him his address with a silent curse to go with it. He was mad. Why was he inviting another White into his life? Had the music been for him? It was impossible. Helena was a Drakkon hunter. She’d never become Drakkon. 
 
    He hung up and handed her back her phone. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong? Why did you invite him here? And please tell me the truth—did I just hear your voice in my head?” 
 
    “Helena, Aldric of the Thirteenth is about to call you. The Elders are aware of my existence.” 
 
    Her eyes opened wide. “How? Jacob wouldn’t have told them!” 
 
    “He didn’t. They heard the music.” 
 
    “What music? My music?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Drakkon music.” 
 
    Her phone rang. She looked at it and then at him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m—I’m not entirely sure. It’s said that when Drakkon find their life mate, music can be heard falling from the stars. They told Jacob they heard it and are alerting The Bane.” 
 
    She swallowed, going even paler. “I…I didn’t hear anything. Did you?” 
 
    “Answer your call,” he told her. “I’m going to listen in.” 
 
    She quirked her brow at him, looking confused, as she had every right to be. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Helena, this is Elder Aldric. Did I call at an inopportune time?” 
 
    “Yes, you did, in fact,” she cleverly responded after having let her phone ring dozens of times before she’d answered. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You can tell me where you are right now.” 
 
    Tell him you’re with a student. 
 
    Garion’s voice in her head startled her enough to make her fall back onto the sofa. She closed her eyes and shook her head, as if trying to break away from him.  
 
    He went to her and squatted at her feet. Tell him, Helena. I can read your thoughts if I choose to. So can he.  
 
    A crimson stain washed across her cheeks and she scowled at him. “I’m with a student, Aldric. Why?” 
 
    “We know you’ve remained the most active in the search for the Gold, Helena. Any news on it?”  
 
    “If I had news I would have called you, Aldric. What is this about?” 
 
    “He’s alive,” Garion heard him tell her. “And he possibly just found his life mate.” 
 
    She raised her gaze to Garion. “Why do you think that?” 
 
    Keep your thoughts clear. Garion warned her.  
 
    “The music, child. We heard it.” 
 
    Think of William Hutton. Garion could hear her heart pounding in her ears. She wasn’t prepared to answer the Elder—or for Garion’s voice in her head. Garion knew she’d been caught off guard and this was the only way to help her. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Aldric. You heard me playing my violin with William Hutton?”  
 
    “No, no, Helena. Oh, we’ve been lax in our teachings to you younger ones. Nevermind it now. I’ve no time to explain the particulars to you. He’s alive, Helena. We want him found.” 
 
    “I’ll try to see what I can uncover.” She ended the call and rubbed her head before she glared at Garion. “Have you been in my head all this time?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I saw a Drakkon while we were kissing. It was you.” 
 
    “That was an accident.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this!” She threw her hands into the air then brought them back down and around herself. “You have a terrible advantage!” 
 
    He moved to sit next to her. He wanted to kiss her again. He pushed the thought of her warm, eager mouth away and took her hand. “I’ve stayed out of your head, Helena. I may have transferred a thought or two to you, but I didn’t listen in until just now.” 
 
    “Don’t do it again.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile. I’m sorry.  
 
    No, you’re not. She stopped, realizing that he’d just done it again and pinched him. 
 
    “Did you hear this alleged music, Garion?” she asked while he rubbed his wounded arm. “Remember our deal. Will you tell me the truth?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I heard it. Faintly.” 
 
    Her complexion went paler, her eyes, wider. “But you’re the only Drakkon left, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Then the music was for you. Does this mean I’m…I’m your life mate?” 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    “It’s a mistake!” She sprang to her feet. “It has to be! I’d have to be Drakkon to be your life mate, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    When he nodded, she wrung her hands together and began to pace. “It’s a mistake, Garion. It’s not me.” 
 
    “I know,” he told her. “You didn’t hear it.” He wasn’t altogether certain that it mattered whether she heard it or not. The only Drakkon he knew with a life mate was Marcus and, according to him, he and Samantha had both heard the music. But Garion heard it today. The Elders had heard it. It was either played for him or…“Perhaps another Elder got his hands on the Phoenix Amber and transformed.”  
 
    “Another Drakkon who The Bane knows nothing about?” she asked. “Who just happened to fall in love at the same time you and I were kissing?” 
 
    “The music doesn’t mean he has fallen in love,” he corrected, fighting the urge to brood over her vigorous denial of being his life mate. 
 
    “It doesn’t?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. There’s no requirement for Drakkon to remain with the one the stars have chosen for them.” 
 
    “I see.” She stopped pacing and looked at him. “Well, it doesn’t matter, right? It was just some freaky occurrence. You said yourself you’ll never find your life mate.” 
 
    “Right.” She was right. She wasn’t his life mate. She’d grown up hating him and their race. She would never let him alter her, nor would he ever try. It was a mistake. It wasn’t so far-fetched that the stars could be wrong, especially when it came to his rare blood and even rarer bloodline. But what if they weren’t wrong? 
 
    “You could have told him about me. I was listening, not controlling your thoughts. Why didn’t you?” 
 
    She sighed and fell back into the sofa beside him. He looked at her mouth, remembering its supple warmth against his. He wanted to kiss her again, take her in his arms properly and kiss them both senseless. Again.  
 
    “I don’t think they’ll agree to any deals, Garion,” she said pulling him from his thoughts. “They’ve wanted you dead for a long time.” 
 
    “And you?”
“I wanted you dead the most.” She cast him a look laced with apprehension and something warmer that pulled him closer. “But I don’t feel that way anymore. And honestly, it’s scaring me.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, taking her hand as sunlight faded and soft artificial lighting replaced it. 
 
    “You were my purpose, Garion. To see you destroyed, to end the threat you posed to the world,” she admitted on a dulcet voice that pierced like an arrow through him. “Now, my purpose is gone, like smoke carried off on the wind. You’re not who I thought you’d be. You’re so much more. Somehow, you’ve found a way to make me question everything I thought I knew. I’m going to find out who transformed Simion. I’ll use what I know as leverage to get them to agree to your deal. Though I’m afraid that now that the Elders heard their silly music, they’ll claim that I’m trying to strike deals with them because I’ve lost my heart to you.” 
 
    “A foolish assessment?” he asked, bringing her entwined fingers to his lips. 
 
    Why him? Why did he have to be the Gold? “I can’t lose my heart to you, Garion,” she said, gently breaking free of his hold. “My family…I would grow old while you stayed looking like you do now. No, you have to leave. I’ll get the agreement accomplished. I want you to be safe and with The Bane on alert, you won’t be. You need to go. You need to go, Garion. The music wasn’t for us.” 
 
    He grinded his teeth, biting back what he wanted to say. It was best if she left him alone, he told himself instead. In time, he would forget her—and when she died, he would remain unaware. 
 
    “Right,” he said in a low growl. He leaned back against the crimson cushion and canted his arms behind his head. “I’ll talk to your brother and then get you a cab. I’ll be gone in the morning and, as long as The Bane stays away from my family, I’ll stay gone.” 
 
    The buzzer rang and Garion rose to answer it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Helena waited by the elevator after the doorman rang up that her brother had arrived. She still wasn’t sure if he’d be safe with Garion. What if Jacob had slept with El and Garion could read his mind? So many other troubles vexed her that she felt a little lightheaded from fighting to keep them at bay. She was never going to see Garion again. When the dust settled around everything else, that was the tower that would still be standing, home to a secret too terrifying to utter.  
 
    She’d heard the music.  
 
    At first she thought nothing of it—music from outside, that’s all. Garion’s touch, like a curious caress while his gaze skimmed across her features had already rendered her helpless. By the time he’d set his lips to hers, she was already lost. Lost to his carefully leashed appetite and the strength of his rock hard body. She wanted to be kissed by him, and only him, for the rest of her life. And she wanted more, something more primal, more basic, with lots of grunting. 
 
    She hadn’t been thinking about music! 
 
    She couldn’t be Garion’s life mate. He wanted a Drakkon to live out the centuries with him. That Drakkon wasn’t her. She never wanted to fly. She never wanted scales, or fangs, or talons. What would happen if she was his life mate and they separated? Would she always want him? No! She wasn’t in love with him. She’d known him for a day! 
 
    The bell rang. The door rolled away. Her brother saw her and rushed to take her in his arms. “Are you okay? What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Mr. Gold’s…Garion’s cat was ill.”  
 
    Jacob turned to look at the white ball of fluff padding around Garion’s shoulders. 
 
    “We met up at the Animal Hospital then came here for lunch,” she continued. 
 
    Her brother looked so incensed she almost felt bad for not telling him anything. “We’re trying to draw up a deal between Garion and the Elders. Come in. I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    “Can I get you a beer?” Garion asked him while Helena led him into the sitting room. 
 
    “Gold?” her brother stopped and bravely turned to their host. At 6’ 2”, Jacob hovered over most men. Garion wasn’t most men. “Do you still want to question me about your sister after spending all damn day with mine?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ll keep it brief.” 
 
    Jacob opened his mouth but Helena stepped between them and looked up at Garion. If Jacob had, in fact, had contact with El, Helena wasn’t going to let him die because of it.  
 
    “Jacob is not like the others members of The Bane,” she told Garion softly, resting her hand on his arm “When we were children, he often voiced his displeasure over The Bane’s decisions to me. I was always afraid my half-brother would find out and punish him.” 
 
    He smiled at her and then looked over her head at her brother. “Do you intend to continue trying to contact Ellie?” 
 
    “Do you intend to see my sister again?” Jacob countered.  
 
    Garion rested his gaze on hers again and shook his head. “No.” 
 
    So final, she thought, her heart palpitating. He’d be gone by morning, never to be seen or found again—unless the Elders sent The Bane to his family. If he did return after that, it wouldn’t be in his human form. She would do everything to ensure that didn’t happen. She wished there was another way. She wished he wasn’t Drakkon. Everything felt right with him. She knew it was her idea to part ways, but she didn’t want to leave yet. “Let’s talk about it over a beer,” she suggested. “Unless,” she turned back to Garion, “we’re keeping you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” he answered quickly then left for the kitchen. 
 
    “This place is incredible,” Jacob said, following her into the sitting room. He went immediately to the window and looked out at the golden sunset. “What a view,” he breathed then turned to where she stood a good distance away. “He’s got a lot of money. Probably more than every member of The Bane combined.” 
 
    “This is his side apartment,” she let him know. “Listen, did you hear music before?” 
 
    “You mean the music?” He looked out the window one more time. “No, but if they find out you were with him while it was playing, there’s going to be trouble. What’s it mean, anyway?” 
 
    She told him the quick version—omitting that she’d heard it and what she was doing when she heard it.  
 
    “So, what…?” Jacob laughed, but looked a little sick. “You’re his life mate now?” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something else but Garion returned with drinks in his hands and Carina asleep on his shoulder. “So your cat was sick?” her brother asked him. 
 
    “Yes,” Garion replied, handing her a tall, cool glass with a foamy cap. “Thankfully, it was nothing serious,” he said, turning to her brother with his beer, “but I was concerned.”  
 
    Helena remembered him in the waiting room and smiled at him when he returned his attention to her now and offered her a seat beside him on the dangerously cozy sofa. She accepted, watching Jacob take the chair beside the fireplace.  
 
    “And how did you come to meet up with him at the hospital, Sis?” 
 
    “I had called her,” Garion answered for her, “to cancel our dinner date and for the name of a vet—”  
 
    “You had her number?” he asked Garion, and then turned to her. “You agreed to dinner? And you lectured me about E—” He slipped his gaze back to Garion and then took a long drink. “So what now?” 
 
    Helena was glad he didn’t want to continue discussing them. She was afraid Garion would have given him an honest account of their day.  
 
    Instead, Garion told him the same thing he’d told her this morning. If The Bane contacted anyone in his family he’d rain terror down on all. He told Jacob of his proposal and Helena’s agreement to help. 
 
    Drawn by Garion’s deep, rumbling voice and the sweet face of his sleeping cat, Helena turned her body to face him and sipped her beer.  
 
    “And you think the Elders are going to listen to you,” her brother asked, looking at her, “after what they heard tonight? They’re going to think you’re the reason for the music if you go in standing up for him now.” 
 
    “They’ll listen,” she assured him thinking about Simion the Red, “and they’ll also have a direct threat given by the Gold through me. Drakkon fire is a terrifying consideration.” 
 
    “Tell them I have a copy of the scrolls,” Garion added. 
 
    “What scrolls?” 
 
    “They’ve kept a record of every descendant.” 
 
    She’d think about why the Elders kept such a record later. Right now, she stared into his eyes, wishing she’d had more time with him. “What other secrets do you know about them?”  
 
    “My father has known all of them for centuries. I know a lot. Maybe I’ll write it all down and send it to you.” He smiled at her before turning back to Jacob. 
 
    She sipped her beer and thought about lying in bed with him somewhere, listening to his voice while he told her all. She smiled at Carina when her little, pink nose twitched.  
 
    Lifting a finger to the feline, Helena touched the tip of a long, white whisker. Her pinkie brushed a lock of Garion’s hair at his neck. She remembered kissing him and running her fingers through his silky mane. How would she ever forget how it felt to be in his arms? She took another drink and sighed.  
 
    The soft, flaxen hair along his nape rose off his skin and he turned his head to look at her. She blushed, realizing he’d felt her breath on his neck.  
 
    Thankfully, the buzzer rang again. 
 
    “What’s happened to you?” Jacob asked her when Garion left them. “He convinced you to fight his battle?” 
 
    “Jacob, if we leave the battle to him, we lose.” 
 
    “You like him.” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered truthfully. “He hasn’t altered anyone and he doesn’t want to. He doesn’t want to, Jake. He blames himself for Thomas White’s death. He’s lived with a huge weight.” 
 
    “Jeremy’s on his way up,” Garion said, returning. 
 
    Helena stood up. “We should go.” 
 
    “Why?” Jacob rose with her. “Who’s Jeremy? 
 
    “He’s a good friend of mine who goes on the list to be left alone.” Garion turned to Helena next, his amber gaze sparked with some kind of needful yearning that seeped into her and tempted her to hold on to him for dear life. “You don’t have to leave yet,” he said softly. “Stay and finish your drink.” 
 
    She agreed. Why not? What was the rush? She didn’t hear any more music in the air. It wasn’t like the Elders were locked on to his position. They knew he was alive. They didn’t know where he was. 
 
    The elevator rang and Carina leaped off Garion’s shoulder and into Helena’s arms. Garion looked at them both, his smile wide with surprise and then softening—like her bones.  
 
    “She doesn’t like Red, or anyone else, really.”  
 
    The door opened, revealing a stocky man in an expensive knee-length coat and scarf. When he saw Garion, he smiled and stepped forward into the light. His hair was deep cinnamon, his face was cut in broader strokes than Garion’s, and he was about six inches shorter when his friend gathered him in his arms. 
 
    Longing clawed at Helena’s insides. She shook it off and smiled when Garion turned to her with one arm tossed over Jeremy’s shoulder and made the introductions.  
 
    Jeremy’s face was handsome even as it drained of color. “Ellie told me about them.” He turned to Garion. “What are they doing here?” 
 
    “They’re my guests.” 
 
    Can you give us a moment? 
 
    “Of course,” Helena answered. It was only when her brother eyed her curiously that she realized what Garion had done.  
 
    Sorry. 
 
    You really aren’t though. 
 
    She tugged on her brother’s sleeve and returned with him to the sofa. 
 
    “El told that guy about us,” Jacob mumbled on the way. “He’s probably the reason she blew me off.” 
 
    “You’re not seriously still thinking about her, are you?” Helena asked, sitting. She cast Garion a nervous glance, praying he wasn’t listening in her head. He appeared engaged in listening to something Jeremy was saying.  
 
    “No,” her brother said, falling back into his chair, “just an observation.” 
 
    She smiled down at Carina swatting at her braids.  
 
    Jeremy thinks you’re beautiful. 
 
    The sound of Garion’s voice in her head, closer than her own skin, was more intimate than any touch, any kiss. She wanted to ask him if he agreed with his friend, but it was foolish to feed this madness. 
 
    I’d be a blind fool not to agree. But you’re more than that. You’re grace and intelligence and alluringly raw around the edges. There’s more, but Red’s talking in my ears so I have to sign off.  
 
    Sign off? She smiled and shook her head, trying not to pay attention to the effect the rest of his words had on her. Who says that? Then again, no precedent has ever been set for mind-reading etiquette, has it? God help her, what was she doing? She was letting him sweep her right off her feet! Didn’t he realize the hopelessness of anything between them? She’d do all she could to keep peace, but she couldn’t betray her entire family, including her father, by falling in love with a Drakkon—or becoming one.  
 
    “So,” Jeremy said, entering the sitting room and moving toward the sofa, “Garion tells me you think you can get The Bane to agree to a deal if he promises never to turn another descendant.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    He sat next to her, causing Carina to hiss and then run off. Garion didn’t look any happier from his place in a chair opposite them. There was plenty of room on the sofa on the other side of Jeremy, but Garion chose a position from which he could watch them. 
 
    “I don’t mind telling you,” Jeremy said to her, seemingly unaware of Garion’s steady gaze, “I’m against such a deal. In fact, I don’t think it’s a deal at all.” 
 
    “What do you think it is?” she asked, turning to look him in his large, sherry brown eyes, which, thanks to his Drakkon heritage, were quite beautiful.  
 
    “I think it’s blackmail.” 
 
    She lifted her brow and smiled at him. “Then he blackmailed himself. The agreement was his idea.” 
 
    Jeremy shifted his gaze to Garion and scowled. “If you make this agreement with the Elders, you’ll be alone for the rest of your life. Is that what you want?” 
 
    When Garion didn’t answer him right away, he shook his head in further disgust. “You’re a fool.” 
 
    “Who’s the fool? “ Garion asked evenly, unruffled by his friend’s obvious disappointment in him. “The man who will do what is necessary to keep those he cares about alive? Or the man who’s willing to sacrifice one race for another just for a chance to fly?” 
 
    “Just to fly?” Jeremy laughed but it sounded forced. “Is that what it is, Garion? Just flying? If you expect me to believe that’s how you feel about it, then you, my friend, are, indeed, the fool.” 
 
    Helena listened and watched the exchange intently, her blood turning cold. What did Jeremy mean? He was Garion’s childhood friend. He probably knew Garion better than anyone else did. Why would he expect Garion to feel any other way? Because of him spending eternity alone? One thing was clear, Jeremy Redmond wanted Garion to change him. No! Not a Red! 
 
    “I fight the temptation every day, Red. If I can, so can you.” 
 
           “I don’t want to, Garion,” his friend admitted unrepentantly, ignoring the fact that two members of The Bane were sitting with him. “I want to rule the sky with you. Don’t go to bed with the enemy, Garion. No matter what the Elders agree to, remember their sole purpose is to eradicate us through you. We can stop them. ” 
 
    “How?” Helena’s brother asked. “I’m curious how you intend to stop the Elders once you’ve been transformed? Fire?” 
 
    “Be careful what questions you put to me, White,” Jeremy warned him. “You might not like the answers.” 
 
    “And you might not like the consequences of your answers, Red,” Jacob told him, sounding more serious than Helena had heard him in years. 
 
    “He isn’t going to be transformed,” Garion said before his friend had a chance to reply.  
 
    Jeremy remained silent for a moment, his expression dark. “You’re a traitor to your race, Garion.” 
 
    “And you’re not?” Garion asked him. His voice was still tempered but he sat forward in his chair. “You want to bring an end to mankind—”  
 
    “No, I don’t,” Jeremy argued. “We’ll live as humans most of the time and only turn—” 
 
    “You’ll turn more frequently,” Garion told him. “The exhilaration of power is strongest in Drakkon. You’ll feed off it and, soon, living as a human will offer no more temptation. How long do you think it will be before you tire of sharing the balance with puny men?” 
 
    Jeremy rose from his seat. When he spoke there was no trace of fondness for his childhood friend in his voice. “You’re ending us, Garion. I always believed you would change your mind and join us.” He slid his angry gaze to Helena. “It seems that you’re ruled by your cock—just like the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
                              Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Garion!”  
 
    Helena’s voice stopped him from reaching out and grabbing Red by the throat. They’d thrown punches in the past. Jeremy possessed the blood of the Red warrior Drakkon. Fighting was in his blood. But Garion had never wanted to knock out his teeth before. He’d never known Red to insult a woman before, and certainly not a woman Garion was fond of. 
 
    He held off hitting him for Helena’s sake and watched his friend leave the penthouse in silence. 
 
    When they were alone again, Garion turned to her and Jacob. “I’m sorry. He’s not usually an asshole.” 
 
    “Carina would disagree,” Helena said when his cat walked over to climb up his leg and return to his shoulder. 
 
    “He’s dangerous.” Jacob left his chair and went to stand before the windows. “Wanting to fly is one thing, wanting to rule the sky is another.” 
 
    “Yes,” Garion agreed. “I never want to be forced to transform him.” 
 
    “And that,” Jacob said, turning to him with no malice in his cloudless blue eyes, “is the threat that will keep the Elders from ever trusting you.” 
 
    “They don’t have to trust me,” Garion told him, unhappy that he had to say it, “just fear me.” He’d given his warning to Helena and now her brother could verify it. “If anyone in my family is ever harmed, I’ll leave Jarakan, Aldric, and the rest mixed with the ashes of their homes.”  
 
    Silence settled over them. Garion felt it like a heavy shroud. These two knew too well what he was capable of becoming. He didn’t have to probe to know they were remembering. 
 
    “It’s fair, Jake.” 
 
    Garion turned his gaze to Helena when she spoke. She looked away trying to conceal the veil of moisture that made her eyes shimmer in the firelight.  
 
    “He hasn’t turned anyone in over a decade. He’s stayed away from the world and tamed the beast within him. All he’s asking in return for continuing to live as he does, is for him and his family to be left alone.” She dipped her gaze to the floor. “It’s fair.”  
 
    Garion couldn’t look away from her. He didn’t want to ever again. How had he managed to win her to his side? What had it cost her to step over? Why had he wanted to lift Jeremy off the sofa and throw him into the elevator when he sat beside her? 
 
    “The Elders don’t care about fair,” Jacob said, dragging Garion’s gaze from her.  
 
    “Maybe not,” Helena answered, lifting her eyes and capturing Garion’s gaze. “But they care about choices and they no longer have any. Garion already knows why I’m going to help him, but now I have another reason. If the Elders agree with the deal, Garion will not turn any descendant, including you.” 
 
    Garion wasn’t surprised that she’d recognized the desire to fly in her brother. Had she always known?  
 
    “I didn’t ask,” her brother said levelly. “Nor would—” 
 
    The ringing buzzer interrupted him.  
 
    “Mr. Gold,” came the doorman’s voice. “Were you expecting Mr. Redmond to return with more guests?”  
 
    More guests? Garion thought, with his heart pumping in his ears. “How many?”  
 
    “Four men and two women are approaching the building with him, Sir,” the doorman told him. “Shall I grant access?” 
 
    Garion’s blood turned to fire. Who were the people with Red? Were they part of the “us” he’d referred to earlier? Was he part of the same group Ellie had spoken of? “Let me speak to him.” 
 
    He turned to Helena while he waited. Was she in danger? He wouldn’t let anyone hurt her—or her brother. “There’s a service elevator in the breakfast room. It’ll take you both down on the other side of the building. Get Carina and take her with you. Go to the park. Wait for me there.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving you here!” Helena rushed forward. He caught her in his arms and looked down into her eyes. Behind her, her brother muttered a string of curses as their true feelings for each other became clear. Garion had to agree with him. They were foolish, thinking with their hearts and not with their heads. Things could never work between them. His Drakkon blood was too powerful, too dangerous. He didn’t want to fall in love with her only to lose her to her mortality. 
 
    “Garion,” Red’s familiar voice sounded on the other end of the intercom, dragging his thoughts back to the present, “there are some people who’d like a word with you. Let us up.” 
 
    “Who’s with you, Red? Did you betray me to The Bane?” 
 
    “Betray you to The Bane?” His friend laughed. “That’s what you did to us. We’re tired of waiting. Let us up or I’ll shoot this nice gentleman in the head and work the elevator myself.” 
 
    “Red,” Garion said, doing his best to control his temper. This couldn’t be his best friend. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Tired of waiting, Buddy.” 
 
    A shot rang out, startling Helena and draining the blood from Garion’s face. No!  
 
    For an instant, he couldn’t move. Had his longtime friend just shot his doorman?  
 
    “I’m coming up,” Red sang over the small speaker. “Unlock the elevator or I’ll start killing people, beginning with your concierge.” 
 
    “I’m waiting for you,” Garion growled from deep in his throat. He shut off the intercom and manually unlocked the elevator then took Helena by the arms. “Listen to me, you need to go.” 
 
    She shook her head. Her beautiful eyes were filled with dread and determination. “We can fight. We can help.” 
 
    “Helena, go!” He pulled her toward the breakfast room while Jacob gathered Carina in her carrier. 
 
    “He’s right,” her brother told her. “There are seven of them and chances are they want us dead first.” 
 
    “So we leave him to fight alone?” 
 
    “I can heal myself,” Garion assured her. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Her eyes grew even rounder. “What do you mean you can heal yourself?” 
 
    “It’s part of…what I am,” he told her, stopping her at the service elevator door. “I can’t explain it all now. There’s no time. I just need you to go. Now.” He produced another electronic key and swiped it across a small panel beside the door. “You’ll be safe. The door locks again automatically when it closes. Go on now. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    She finally nodded as the door opened. Garion wanted to kiss her. He wanted to go with her. He did neither. This way was best. He’d keep her, Jacob, and Carina safe and stop Red from killing anyone else. 
 
    # 
 
    Helena had no intention of leaving Garion to fight so many alone, so when the service elevator began to close, she rushed back into the breakfast room leaving her brother behind with Carina. Jacob shouting her name as he disappeared didn’t deter her from her purpose—nor did Garion’s claim that he could heal himself. What the hell else was he capable of? It didn’t matter presently. Jeremy had shot Garion’s doorman to get to him. What were he and his companions prepared to do to Garion to get his blood? She couldn’t let the Red succeed! No matter how she felt about Garion, she was still Bane and she wouldn’t run away while Jeremy tried to fill the sky with Drakkon. 
 
    She tiptoed into the hallway and slipped out onto the terrace. Garion had told her that it led back to the sitting room. There, she’d have a better advantage of aiding Garion if fighting broke out.  
 
    She stayed hidden when she reached her destination and watched Garion standing in front of the main door while it rolled open. 
 
    “Red, put the gun away before I shove it down your throat.” The guttural baritone of Garion’s voice chilled her blood.  
 
    “Where are the Whites?” Jeremy asked, ignoring the warning and stepping out of the elevator. His six companions accompanied him and took their stand at his side. The two women and one of the men stared at Garion in awe, taking in the magnificent Gold before them. 
 
    “Gone. They left shortly after you.” 
 
    “Check the premises,” Jeremy ordered the others. Helena produced her golden dagger from her boot and waited for whoever was coming to check. 
 
    Garion’s strong fingers around his wrist stopped the first man who took a step forward. “Are you willing to die for him?” he asked, raking his fiery gaze over the small group. “Because if any one of you takes another step into my domain without my invitation, you will die and your family and friends will have Jeremy to thank.” 
 
    His domain. He was speaking like Drakkon and, for some insane reason, it heated Helena’s blood. Was she seriously recalling his arms closed around her, his mouth covering hers, his tongue… 
 
    “You came for my blood, Red? Are you going to shoot me to get it?” 
 
    “If I have to,” came his friend’s reply.  
 
    From her hiding place, Helena watched Garion intently. When he spoke again, her heart broke. “Was my blood all that ever mattered to you?” 
 
    “No. My blood was all that mattered,” Jeremy told him, his gun, relaxed in his hand. “I want to fly, Garion. It’s all I’ve wanted for a long time. It’s like a fever burning from the deepest parts of my soul. I know you feel it. I know you do.” 
 
    “I do,” Garion agreed. “I feel it singeing my nerves, searing my skin every morning, Red. I live with it flowing in my veins, haunting me, taunting me. I resist it every day.”  
 
    “Don’t,” Red insisted. “Let’s take back the sky and—” 
 
    “No. Not to start a war. I’ll never turn you.” 
 
    Red stretched out his arm to point his gun at Garion’s face. “Then you leave me no choice.”  
 
    Horrified, Helena stepped forward and hurled her dagger end over end through the air. An instant before it would have sank into Jeremy’s ribs, Garion reached out and snatched his wrist. The dagger tore through Garion’s arm instead. 
 
    The entryway came alive with shouts and confusion—and then movement. Everyone was rushing toward her. 
 
    And all she could think about was if the gold in her blade was poisoning Garion. She looked at him long enough to see him rip the blade from his arm, toss her a stunned scowl, then send a massive fist into Jeremy’s jaw. He looked well enough when he took off running in her direction after Red crumbled to the floor. 
 
    Helena curled her arms before her and rotated her hip, readying herself to fight. She wasted no time on her first opponent, landing a right cross to his jaw and a body kick that landed him on his ass. The second to reach her was one of the women who couldn’t take her eyes off Garion. She had a knife of her own and swung it at Helena’s face. Helena blocked the blow with her left forearm and struck her attacker in the throat with her fist. 
 
    Garion appeared at her side and helped her fight the rest. He slammed his elbow into a man’s face, shattering his jaw. Another giant fist to the face of his next opponent sent teeth flying before the intruder fell unconscious to the floor.When it was over and they stood among the wounded, Helena wanted to fling herself in his arms, thankful that he hadn’t been harmed. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing back here?” he demanded, taking a step back. “You could have been killed, Helena!”  
 
    He looked so terrified and shaken by the thought that she threw caution to the wind and leaped into his arms, forgetting one of them was wounded. She didn’t want to leave him. She didn’t want to never see him again. There had to be a way. There just had to be. 
 
    “I couldn’t go,” she said, lost in his consuming embrace of tense, trembling muscles. “I—” 
 
    She heard the shot ring out and police sirens on the street below. There wasn’t any pain as Red’s bullet tore through her back and burst from her belly, but her clothes felt warm and wet. She looked toward the elevator and Jeremy on his knees, getting up from the floor, his gun in his hand. Then she looked down at the blood staining her pink parka. It was on Garion, too. Was it his blood or hers? 
 
    Was she still in his arms? Her thoughts began to fade but not before the beautiful face above her began to change.  
 
    It was the monster. It was coming back. 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
     
 
    She went limp in his arms.  
 
    Helena! 
 
    Garion’s thoughts went dark. His world went red. He could feel his bones trying to shift, his skin beginning to harden as a well of deep emotions sprang upward. A single thought was all it took to awaken the Drakkon. They’d been shot and if he didn’t turn, he was going to die. If he didn’t turn, he had no protection against Red’s bullets. 
 
    Helena. 
 
    He clung to humanity by his sheer will to save her. She was dying. There was only one way to keep her alive and it was already happening. He could feel his essence leaving him through their wounds. If he turned now, the flow of his blood would end instantly. She would either die or he’d have to waste time biting a new wound through his armored skin. She didn’t have time, so he remained still, holding her close as his heart began to slow. He couldn’t let her die, not here—not in his arms. He could only save her by altering her, so he let his essence fill her and his promises to himself and to her, dissolve. 
 
    He nearly collapsed, almost bringing them both to the ground, but he held on until he felt her heartbeat growing stronger against his chest. 
 
    She remained unconscious but she would live. She’d live and she’d hate him for what he’d turned her into. 
 
    For that, and for almost killing her, Red would pay.  
 
    He felt the shift instantly and was only vaguely aware of setting Helena down and his clothes tearing away from his body. His vision became panoramic as his pupils changed and his eyes grew beneath his scaly brow. His great, spiked head rolled upward, crashing through the skylight. He unfurled his wings to shield Helena from the shattered glass.  
 
    Freedom! 
 
    For an instant, he was filled with the desire to fly and fill the heavens with his pent up fire. But the scent of blood assailed his giant, leathery nostrils and he swung his head down to Helena lying on the floor. He could hear her slow, labored breath—and Red’s quickened pulse.  
 
    The irritating bastard fired his gun again but the bullet bounced off Garion’s shimmering scales.                
 
    Garion still possessed enough control to keep from burning Jeremy to ashes, but with a swift stretch of his neck, he chomped down on Red’s arm and bit it off. A warm, smoky gust of air issued forth from his nostrils and fell on Red’s writhing body. His eyes shone like an all-consuming fire as he connected their thoughts. 
 
    If you go near her again, I’ll come back and eat the rest of you. 
 
    He didn’t wait for Red to answer—or stop screaming—but swung around, closed his long-taloned fingers around Helena’s body and flapped his enormous wings. 
 
    He broke through the rest of the penthouse skylight and soared upward, letting the cold air cut his teeth, the glorious wind lifting him higher. He flew, exhilarating in the freedom of it. In his present form, he refused to think about broken promises or what his heart was feeling while he altered her. He was Drakkon! He was back! He longed to go higher, back to the stars, but he carried a precious possession in his claws—one who could not, in her present form, breathe out of this atmosphere.  
 
    He looked down at her limp body and was tempted to smell her again, taste her perhaps. He fought the urge and flew faster. Something pulled him back. Something that belonged to him was missing. 
 
    Carina. 
 
    Jacob. He reached his out thoughts and found Helena’s brother almost immediately. He hadn’t gone so far that he still couldn’t reach him. Where’s my cat? 
 
    Garion? Shit, this is really happening! I can hear you! 
 
    I know. Where’s my cat? 
 
    She’s safe with me. Where’s Helena? Police are everywhere. 
 
    He couldn’t go back for Carina now. I have Helena. I’m taking her home. I’ll return for Carina before the month is over. Guard her with your life or— 
 
    What do you mean you’re taking my sister home? What home? Where are you? I’m coming to get her! 
 
    Right now, I’m somewhere over Albany, I believe.  
 
    That was you then! Jacob breathed. We heard the crash from the roof. I thought I saw a light, like a shooting star…Garion, you’re Drakkon. His breathing changed, hardening his tone. Where’s my sister? 
 
    She’s unconscious. Garion told him with a clip of annoyance in his voice. He wasn’t in the mood for any more communication. Carina was safe. That was all he needed to know. Helena was shot but I’ve begun her healing process. She’ll recover under my care. You have my word. In the meantime, take care of my treasure and I’ll take care of yours. 
 
    He ended the connection, satisfied that his cat would be fine with Jacob for a few weeks. If he took Helena to a hospital and found some clothes to wear, he could go back and get Carina and take a plane home tonight. But he couldn’t leave Helena in the hands of mere mortals. Especially not now. Once test results from Helena’s blood returned, her doctors wouldn’t let her leave. She’d realize what he’d done and that he’d left her to figure it all out on her own.   
 
    He cursed his human heart for turning her. How could he? How could he do it? He rolled his head between his shoulders and had another look at her. She appeared a fragile thing. No match for his power. Letting her die would have meant one less member of The Bane in existence. His Drakkon heart—growing stronger every moment—told him he should have left her. She hated Drakkon and didn’t deserve to fly when he’d denied so many others. He expelled a snort tinged with methane. He was a weak man, as pitiful as the rest. It explained why he’d left Red alive. Why he’d let himself grow so fond of a Drakkon hunter. Why, even now, he didn’t drop her. 
 
    He refused to ponder such trivial things when he was finally flying! Ah, he missed soaring on the lifts and dips of the wind, cutting the clouds with his tail, chasing down his prey. He’d been young, only eleven winters old when a child, who believed himself a knight thanks to his foster mother’s romance novels, had put him down. He could have defied his human side and remained Drakkon. He could have found the rest of The Bane and then the Elders and killed them all but the Aqua who’d taught him to fly hadn’t raised a monster, so he’d gone down without a fight. 
 
    But now, he was finally free! 
 
    He glided for over an hour, reveling in the sky and recalling the sound of a haunting violin. It was her music, he reminded himself. Her, who he’d been holding when he heard music from the stars. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if his breathing grew more labored because of who she could be or because he’d been flying too long. He didn’t want to think about her being his life mate. Who would want to live for centuries with someone who hated him? Not him. 
 
    He’d never traveled so far on his wings. He had a long way to go. He didn’t know how he knew the way to Norway. He simply did. He knew how long it took by plane. Unless he pushed himself hard, he didn’t fly as fast as an aircraft, he’d have to stop and rest soon. He’d remain Drakkon since turning back meant him being naked and his paltry skin exposed to the frigid cold, and because he didn’t want to turn back. Not yet. He needed a place high up with some kind of perch. A cave would be ideal. Thankfully, he could see well in the dark. 
 
    He searched for a quarter of an hour before he found a mountain range in the Canadian province of Newfoundland. He settled his back feet down on a wide, snow-covered perch and moved toward the black hole carved out of the rock. It would shelter Helena from the wind.  
 
    He carried her inside and gently placed her on the ground. He pressed his snout to her shoulder and gave a gentle nudge. She didn’t stir or open her eyes. There was more healing to be done, but he needed energy he didn’t have. So for now, it was enough that she would live. It was best to wait. He didn’t need her screaming the entire way home.  
 
    He dipped his nostrils to her bloodstained parka and inhaled her scent that was laced with traces of his essence. The human side of his thoughts told him she would never forgive him. He exhaled his breath and took a step back. Did he have to tell her? If she didn’t know she had the ability to turn, she wouldn’t try. She could live for years ignorant of her power.  
 
    But Garion the Gold wondered what she would look like as a White Drakkon. He let his gaze rove over her like lambent flames, hungry for something more satisfying than food. Something that would last for centuries. 
 
    Helena, he probed. When no response came, he curled up in front of the entrance, blocking out some of the cold, and closed his eyes. 
 
    He didn’t sleep but recalled the days when he was a young Drakkon. Days filled with sunshine and games with Ellie and Tabitha, his nurse, flying with Marcus when Garion was three and killing Simion the Red together. Marcus and Samantha provided him a good life with an equal balance of human and Drakkon experience. He remembered altering Thomas and the boys as if he’d done it just yesterday. Their Drakkons hadn’t stayed dormant for long. He’d had to train Will and Aidan to fly and land without crashing. Thomas had needed no help though. He’d ruled the sky once before. 
 
    He remembered that they’d all been shot down only two months after he’d turned them. The Whites were responsible. Helena White’s family had killed Thomas. He opened his eyes and lifted his head to look at her. What was he doing trying to save her? He should be eating her! Her family was the reason he’d been locked away for so long. How could he consider her as anything more than a bitter morsel? 
 
    Clouds drifted, bathing him in a shaft of moonlight while he swept his tongue over his scaly jaw. No, he admonished himself. He wouldn’t eat her. 
 
    He rose up on all fours and turned for the opening. He wouldn’t take her as a life mate either.  
 
    With a mighty snap of his wings, he lifted off the perch and back into the sky where he belonged. 
 
    # 
 
    Helena opened her eyes to the glaring sun just outside her window then closed them again. She was freezing.  
 
    That wasn’t a window. 
 
    She opened her eyes and lifted herself on her elbows. Her mind didn’t register right away that what she was looking out of was a cave opening. Her bloodstained parka captured all the attention she could produce in her groggy state. What the hell—? Jeremy Redmond had shot her in Garion’s arms. Garion. Where was he? Where was she? She looked around and then wished she hadn’t. She was in a shallow, high-ceilinged cave. Alone and, judging from the sky being level with her gaze, she guessed the cave was very high up. 
 
    She tried to move backward but encountered the back wall directly behind her. Whoever had brought her here had placed her as far from the edge as she could go. She also discovered that the cold had numbed her to the pain beginning to lance through her back to her belly. Movement had gotten her blood flowing. She should have remained still. She searched for her phone and then remembered her bag was probably in Garion’s penthouse. What was she doing here alone? Garion surely couldn’t have brought her. He would have had to fly—and he promised her he wouldn’t. Besides, why would he bring her to a cave and not a hospital? Had Jeremy killed Garion and used his blood to turn? Had the Red taken her? Her heart raced and the pain increased.  
 
    Had he left her here to die or was he coming back? She wasn’t sure which was worse of the two. If he was coming back, what was he intending to do to her? She had to do something to protect herself! But her wound… 
 
    She unzipped her parka and pulled up her sweater. Her belly was covered in dried blood—but there was no wound. Her skin was smooth, sore but there was no sign of a bullet hole. Where had all the blood come from then? Had Jeremy shot Garion while he still held her? 
 
    Her eyes welled up with tears while she pulled down her sweater and zipped up her coat. Was he truly gone then? Why did she feel as if her heart were being ripped from her body and cast to the ashes at the very thought of it? 
 
    Garion? Are you there? 
 
    Only silence returned. She tried again and then covered her eyes with her arm and wept. I don’t want you to be dead. I’m a mad fool.  
 
    A sound broke through the silence. It wasn’t just any sound, but one Helena had heard once before.  
 
    Wings! 
 
    She pushed herself up and pressed her back against the cold wall. What was the pain of her wound compared to what was coming? 
 
    The Drakkon came into view from the right, about three hundred feet away. It looked to be about twenty-six feet long from the end of its snout to the tip of its spaded tail. It was huge and it glowed beneath the sun like a living flame. A shimmering gold flame. 
 
    Garion. 
 
    He swore he’d never turn. Her heart would have burst inside her with terror and the wonder of his deadly beauty if the last of it hadn’t just shattered like frozen glass around her. He’d turned. He’d become Drakkon. All at once, she was a child hiding behind a tree, watching the monster burn her family alive. She was afraid again and it made her angry. She’d fooled herself for years, believing she’d be fearless if she ever saw him again. But who wouldn’t be afraid of him coming closer, growing bigger? She felt ill. She tried to back further into the wall. Pain radiated throughout her body making her cry out. Outside, the Drakkon snapped his twenty-nine foot wide wings and then glided toward her the rest of the way. 
 
    He landed deftly on the perch outside the cave and folded his aureate wings over his back. He looked down at her from twelve feet up, with wide, elongated, yellow eyes set deep beneath a spiky, golden brow. His snout was wide and square with large, upward nostrils frilled with more spikes and long, white fangs overlapping his lower jaw.  
 
    He moved slowly and with caution, the muscles in his limbs were taut and ready to spring forward. Do you have a golden weapon behind your back, ready to poke me, White? 
 
    His rumbling voice in her head made Helena dizzy and queasy. His words tore deep at her heart. 
 
    “Garion?” Her teeth chattered while she spoke. Was it him? It had to be him. He was the only Gold Drakkon she knew of. It sounded like him somewhere beneath the snarl and mockery. Did he not recognize her? “Why did you being me here? Why did you turn?” 
 
    She realized she should try not to sound accusatory, but he’d given her his word. He’d convinced her that he didn’t want to inhabit the sky because the cost would be too high and here he was, a Drakkon! An angry sounding, terrifying Drakkon that just blew smoke out of his nostrils! 
 
    He bent his neck and brought his head down so that it was level with her face. I turned because I wanted to, he told her telepathically, inching a bit closer. I’ve wanted to for years and because it was the only way to stop Jeremy. I brought you with me to save you, but then I changed my mind and left.  
 
    Helena fought to control her breathing…and her thoughts. He’d wanted to change for years? So everything he’d told her was a lie. She didn’t want him to know that she was afraid of him, since it was obvious that he was trying to frighten her. Instead, she concentrated on Garion the man and how skillfully he had deceived her into believing he was a knight, not a dragon. It made her angry, and being angry was better than being afraid.   
 
    She opened her mouth to speak but her breath faltered at the power of his gaze and the slightest tilt of his head, as if he’d been listening. Good! Let him hear this! You manage to change my opinion of you, yet again, Gold. I thought there was a man behind the monster, but I was wrong. You lied to me and left me here to die alone. 
 
    She might have seen a stab of regret shadowing his gaze but he closed his eyes, shielding whatever emotion she was pulling from him. 
 
    I’m here, he told her, his tone a bit softer in her head. You’re not alone. 
 
    “But you changed and then you left!” Was she really more hurt about that than anything else? She hated herself for letting him in and him for deceiving her. “All your talk meant nothing. Everything about you was a lie. Now, your being alone makes sense. I was the fool all along.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and stared into hers. She saw no trace of the man she’d come to know. The man she’d allowed herself to trust. 
 
    As opposed to the fool being me, he threw back at her, which is what you intended all along. 
 
    No…yes, she sighed inwardly. But so what if he was correct about earlier motives? He’d made her question them all until she was almost ready to—. 
 
    She met his piercing gaze straight on and suspected he was listening to her private thoughts. “Change please. I’d like to speak with Garion.” 
 
    You are already speaking with me. 
 
    “Not Drakkon. I’m not at ease speaking with you in this form and I don’t like you in my head.” 
 
    Did his shoulders just shrug? 
 
    Would you be more at ease speaking to me naked? My clothes are in tatters on the floor of the penthouse. Besides, I’m assuming it’s frigid by the amount of your shivering. I’ll suffer hypothermia. Unless… 
 
    An image popped into her mind of him, clothed in nothing but his golden, glorious skin, his long, muscular limbs coiled through hers, their flesh touching, his breath—  
 
    “Take me home!” she demanded, then hoping to elicit some kind of humane response, added, “Please.” 
 
    He backed away from her and dropped his belly to the floor. The bottom of his lower jaw followed. I intend to. We’ll leave at nightfall. 
 
    He intended to? Well, that at least was good news. He hadn’t snapped her in two or burned her alive—that was even better. But nightfall was many hours away. 
 
    “Why wait?” she asked, her eye catching his tail swaying over the precipice. The precipice. How high up were they? How did he intend to get her home?  
 
    She felt as if all the blood were being drained from her body. Did he carry her here gripped in his talons, dangling above—. The cave walls spun. She closed her eyes trying to control her nerves. 
 
    “Did…did we fly?”  
 
    No. I flew. You slept. And speaking of sleeping—. He closed his eyes. 
 
    Her blood chilled and she shivered all the way to her bones. “I won’t be doing that again.” 
 
    He opened one eye and settled it on her. Then you intend to remain here alone, after all? 
 
    When she shook her head and gritted her teeth to keep from throwing up, she would have sworn he appeared amused. She’d like to punch him in the face if she didn’t think his scales would break her hand.  
 
    “So, those are my choices, you bastard? Let you fly me around hundreds, probably thousands…” She paused to breathe. “… of feet off the ground, or leave me here alone to freeze to death?” 
 
    He expelled a gust of warm air and lifted his head. I seem to recall you mentioning your fear of heights. Flying at night will ease some of your fright. 
 
    “My fright?” she practically hissed at him. “You make me sound like a mouse.” She straightened her spine when she noted the shift of his brow and doubt in his lighthearted gaze. “I promise,” she told him in a tight, quiet voice, “I’m no mouse. And heights don’t bother me. I told you I was afraid of falling. Exactly how screwed up are your memories right now?” 
 
    Instead of answering her question, he snarled at her. It could have been Drakkon laughter. She had no way of knowing. You don’t believe I can keep you from falling out of my hand? he asked. 
 
    “Not if you change your mind again about saving me and let me go.” 
 
    Hmm, I see your point. 
 
    Oh, she didn’t like him as a Drakkon. He was lucky she’d stabbed him with her gold dagger when he was a man. If she hadn’t, she’d probably use it on him now. 
 
    When his boney brow dipped low over his eyes, she balled her hands into fists. “If you’re going to intrude on my thoughts, you deserve what you hear.” 
 
    Yes, he agreed, the truth is often ugly so I rarely listen in. Presently though, this is the only way I can communicate with you since I don’t have lips.  
 
    She didn’t want to think about his lips, or flying, or about how wrong she’d been about him. She needed her energy to keep from passing out, an effect of her thrashing heart and ice-cold blood.   
 
    “Why didn’t you take me to a hospital?”  
 
    There was no time to get to the hospital, she heard him tell her. You were dying. I had to heal you myself. 
 
    Was that all he’d done? Her heart thudded in her ears. “How? How did you heal me?” 
 
    With my mind and the power in it, he told her, relieving her of her worst fear. 
 
    I don’t feel healed. She didn’t realize she hadn’t used her mouth to speak. She was having trouble keeping her eyes open. Everything hurts. 
 
    Just before she lost consciousness, she was aware of the Drakkon shifting his position, moving toward her again, and then…laying beside her. 
 
    Darkness covered her as she succumbed to the effects of the last several hours and the warmth of the Gold’s sheltering wing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “I can’t do it!” Helena said, backing into the wall and further away from the entrance where the Gold sat on his haunches, his tail curled around his clawed hands and feet, waiting for her. 
 
    The beast gazed out at the starry night sky and expelled a frustrated sigh. I shouldn’t have continued your healing. It would be easier if you were still unconscious. 
 
    She’d come to terms after he dumped a charred pig in her lap, called it breakfast, and admitted that he’d already eaten six, that he wasn’t Garion anymore. When he admitted, while eating his seventh, that he loved being Drakkon, she knew Garion was gone. He’d never existed.  
 
    She didn’t know what he’d done while she slept for the past sixteen hours—besides fly off to places unknown to steal eight blankets and a pig and drop them on her—but whatever it was, she woke up feeling a little better, stronger. He’d explained that because he’d used up so much energy to fly he didn’t have enough left to complete the healing process.  
 
    Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do to calm the terror of being carried across the sky in his claws. She wanted to go home and agreed to climb into his waiting hand three times, but the thought of dangling so high up made her want to stay in the cave under new blankets. “Can’t you just knock me out or something?” 
 
    Don’t think that option hasn’t already been considered, he tossed her with impatience staining his voice. 
 
    “This is your fault,” she accused. “You brought me here. Why? Why couldn’t you heal me someplace with an elevator?” 
 
    Helena, my patience is growing thin. He turned his head to stare at her and, ignoring her blackest glare, held out his huge hand. Wrap yourself in the blankets and get in my hand. Do it now or I’ll leave without you. 
 
    She set her hands on her hips. “I believe you would.” 
 
    Then why aren’t you doing what I told you to do? 
 
    Honestly, the instant he turned back into a man she was going to stab him again. 
 
    When he moved closer to the edge, she clutched her belly where slight pain remained and hurried to collect the blankets. “Okay, damn it!” 
 
    She was over being afraid of him. If he were going to kill her, he wouldn’t have partially healed her body. That didn’t mean the sight of him didn’t shock her every time she set her eyes on him. He was a Drakkon. A real, very big Drakkon who liked her as much as she liked him. 
 
    “We’re probably going to crash into a mountain,” she muttered while she draped one blanket after another around her shoulders. 
 
    I can see fine. Don’t you know anything about Drakkon? And while I’m at it, how can you be afraid to fly? You were born of a Drakkon’s loins. Your brother wants to fly. 
 
    Oh? Did he tell you that? She slid her sharp gaze up to his. Was he really bringing this up now? She’d always suspected Jacob wanted to fly. She’d known for years that he was sympathetic to Drakkons, but he wouldn’t truly act on it, would he? 
 
    He didn’t have to tell me. His heart speaks for him—as you already know. 
 
    “Stay away from my brother, Gold,” she warned. 
 
    He has my cat. 
 
    Damn it. She forgot that she’d left Carina with Jacob. She’d forgotten other things, too, that were coming back to her now. She looked at the gold scales curving around his thick forearms, his long, razor sharp claws peeking from beneath a pile of blankets. “I left my brother and came back for you.” 
 
    He was silent and she shook her head. “I was a fool.” 
 
    It would appear. 
 
    Before she could respond and tell him to go to hell, he reached out and closed his fingers around her and lifted her off the ground. He gave her no chance to argue or beg for more time, but leaned out and fell off the edge of the mountain. 
 
    Helena couldn’t scream. She tried but she couldn’t breathe in enough air to get started.  
 
    With nothing left to do, she promptly fainted. The trouble was, she woke up less than three minutes later from her blissful oblivion. The instant she grew aware of where she was, clasped in the hand of a Drakkon while he soared beneath the stars, the same result occurred. She came awake the second time just after a minute, opened her mouth to scream, and then passed out one more time.   
 
    The third time she came to, she kept her eyes sealed shut to block the wind and to make it easier to tell herself they were just a few feet off the ground. It didn’t matter. She still panicked. They were going too fast! What if they crashed?  
 
    We will not crash, the Drakkon assured with an arrogant tinge in his voice. 
 
    Her belly dropped three times when he dove to avoid wind shears or mountain waves. He explained it all but she didn’t care. She only wanted him to stop doing it. 
 
    We’re almost at 8,000 feet. Tell me if you begin to feel unwell. 
 
    Did he really have to tell her how high up they were? How about if I want to tell you how much I hate you? 
 
    It’s not that bad, Helena. The blankets will keep you warm and the wind out of your face. I won’t drop you. 
 
    He sounded more like Garion the man. She hated thinking it, but she missed him.  
 
    You weren’t real, she thought clinging to one of his fingers in case the others opened. You weren’t real. 
 
    I was. I am real, he answered in a quiet tone in her thoughts. The man you know is only half of who I am. 
 
    She shook her head and tried to open her eyes. She was glad it was dark out. Better not to see what was beneath her—or what wasn’t beneath her. You gave your word that I’d never meet this half. We had a deal. The Bane didn’t come after you. Your own friend did! 
 
    Do you think I’m not aware of who betrayed me? he asked, flapping his giant wings and lifting them higher. He lost an arm for it. He should have lost his life but my weaker half resisted. 
 
    Was it the altitude or the thought of him biting off Jeremy’s arm that made her feel lightheaded and nauseous?  
 
    Your weaker half? You sound as if you hate that part of yourself, she accused. 
 
    No, he denied, that part hates me. I’m the monster the man is ashamed of, the part he didn’t ask for, the part he denies. 
 
    She remembered Garion’s guilt when he thought he’d killed the children at Hendrick’s home and the release of it when she confessed who the children were. 
 
    Regret and mercy aren’t weak, Garion. Running from your emotions and being detached are.  
 
    Emotions are useless. They never served me in the past. 
 
    He couldn’t mean that. She wanted to tell him but she felt horrible. You’re making my head pound. 
 
    We’re too high, he growled, dipping downward and making her guts drop out.  
 
    She groaned in his clutches. She was definitely going to throw up.  
 
    Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t feeling well? 
 
    She scowled at the wind. I just did. Please stop talking. 
 
    She remained still and silent as the nausea passed. Her pounding head took longer. At least he did as she asked and didn’t use telepathy to communicate with her. The Gold was arrogant and infuriating but he wasn’t as horrible as she’d always imagined he’d be. When he wasn’t licking his chops at her, he did nothing to hide his contempt—not only toward her but toward his human side, as well. But he’d been thoughtful getting her blankets…and even the pig. She should have eaten something. She was starving. 
 
    How long before we’re home?  
 
    Several more hours, he replied. We’ll need to stop in Greenland and then in Jan Mayen to rest. It won’t be long after that. 
 
    I thought you said we were somewhere in Canada. Why do we need to stop in Greenland or anywhere else to get back to New York? 
 
    Who said anything about New York? 
 
    Oh, no! What? What was he saying? You did! she told him. You said you were taking me home. 
 
    I am taking you home, Helena. My home. You said you wanted to go and it’s the best place to fully recover from your gunshot wound. 
 
    Yes, she had wanted to go, but he’d refused. Only one thing had changed since then. Now he was Drakkon. What was it he had asked her in his elevator? “How do you know I’d bring you back once you were there?” 
 
    Would he bring her back? Was the Gold taking her to his lair with intentions on keeping her? They had heard the damned life mate music. Did he think he was going to keep her forever? He’d have to alter her! Would he force her to become the thing she hated? 
 
    Listen to me, Gold— she began. 
 
    I’ve heard enough, his gravelly voice rumbled through her. I’m breaking our connection. Don’t bother with words. I won’t hear them. 
 
    What? Was he joking? Gold! Gold, I know you can hear me. Turn around and take me back to New York! I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to go home with you! Gold? 
 
    She tried several more times but he didn’t respond. She shouted to him that he was acting like a brooding child but the wind tore the words from her lips and carried them away.  
 
    What had he heard her say that angered him? She hadn’t said anything. He’d been listening in again, damn him. She’d been thinking about him forcing her to become Drakkon and how she could escape. He didn’t want to hear her objections. She almost laughed. He would never stop hearing them—at least not until she found a way to get the hell away from him. Where were they heading? She guessed northern Europe since they’d be stopping in Greenland. It wasn’t the quickest route to the UK, so they must be on their way to Norway or Sweden since he’d mentioned it not being long after someplace called Jan Mayen. Great, more cold. Why couldn’t he live in Bermuda or one of the other islands? Did he live in a cave? Her heart sank further.  
 
    He’d said he was bringing her to his home so she could fully recover. She still didn’t know why he hadn’t taken her to a hospital. He’d kept her alive. She was grateful, but why not drop her off in front of the nearest ER? Why carry her all the way home if he didn’t intend to keep her like he kept his cat? He hadn’t mentioned keeping her. In fact, he’d changed his mind about helping her and had left her in the cave. He didn’t like her. Why would he want to keep her? Stop, obsessing over this, Helena, she chastised herself. He doesn’t want you.  
 
    She didn’t know why her logical thoughts didn’t offer her any comfort. She was glad the monster didn’t want her. But she had let herself feel something for Garion Gold. Even now, held securely in his clawed fingers, being carried over what looked to be water reflecting the moonlight and making her wish she could pass out, she missed his voice, his beautiful, seemingly guileless smile, his touch.  
 
    He doesn’t want you. 
 
    With no one to speak to, she closed her eyes and rested her head on the edge of his finger. She hummed some music she’d written until she finally fell asleep. 
 
    # 
 
    Garion soared across the pre-dawn sky, doing his best to keep his concentration fixed on direction and not on emotion or the sound of her singing deep in his head. He’d heard the melody before, played masterfully on the strings of a violin in the front of William Hutton’s apartment building. Like the lament of a siren, her music had drawn him in and washed him under murky depths where he’d stopped thinking with his head. He could feel it happening again while she hummed, dragging him back to his human heart. Thankfully, his Drakkon instincts burst forth with the sun’s awakening. 
 
    He knew he shouldn’t have been listening to her thoughts after he’d told her he wouldn’t be. But he wasn’t some shining knight from his mother’s stories. He didn’t concern himself with other’s privacy. Listening to another’s inner thoughts was the only way to know the truth about them. He would have known about Red’s black heart if he’d listened.  
 
    He would not have known that Helena had heard the song of the stars.  
 
    I don’t want you to be dead. He’d heard her cry on the perch where he’d slept the night he’d left her. She’d wept for him and he’d flown back to her as quickly as he could. Not for me. For the man. 
 
    She was his life mate. There was no more room for doubt. He would have exulted at finding her, turning her, but instead he cursed the stars for shining on her. She was a White and if that weren’t bad enough, she wanted to “get the hell away from him before he forced her to become what she hated”. She would never be happy with him and besides that, she didn’t like the cold. She liked Bermuda. 
 
    He cut his tail to the left. They should reach Greenland soon. He’d push himself as far as he could to make it home quickly. He’d have to change when he reached the villa. His Drakkon would end up breaking all the windows—and his treasures. That wouldn’t do.  
 
    But now that he’d changed, things would be different. He’d fly when he wanted to and he’d burn anyone who tried to stop him. He might even get Ellie’s list and color the sky Blue, Green, Purple, and Red. He’d tried life as a man. It was lonely and empty but for a cat and a handful of visits to his family. He’d tried to hide, but The Bane had found him—found his sister. He was done hiding. If the Elders wanted a war, he’d give them one. 
 
    He spread his wings wide and rose with a glorious lift. He wouldn’t be caged again. This time, he’d put down the man. He would remain Drakkon as much as he could, growing stronger in his basest desires, his cold-blooded detachments.  
 
    He doesn’t want you. 
 
    He closed his eyes, trying to ignore the memory of her soft, doleful voice ringing in his head and the way it had shattered his Drakkon heart to pieces and made his human heart long to tell her— 
 
    Yes, yes, I do want you. 
 
    # 
 
    Jeremy Redmond opened his eyes to the glaring light in the ceiling. He looked around at the hospital room, the IV connected to his left arm. He remembered what happened and cut his gaze to the bandaged stump of his right arm. 
 
    Garion had bitten his damn arm off! 
 
    The memory of the Drakkon, that face he’d seen in his childhood, with eyes like all-consuming flames had come back to life. It was so much bigger and more deadly than Jeremy had remembered and, quite honestly, he’d nearly shit his pants.  
 
    The bite horrified him more than it hurt—at first. Jeremy was sure Garion was going to burn him but, thankfully, those core ideals Garion held to so staunchly, most of which Red hated, had saved his life.  
 
    They’d given him the opportunity for him to dip his arm in the small puddle of blood left by the gold dagger Garion had pulled from his flesh.  
 
    As his head cleared of painkillers and other antibiotics, Red wondered if he was Drakkon. Could he change right now if he wanted to? His heartbeat quickened, setting off a small alarm. He sat up and pulled himself free of needles and tubes. He felt good. He wanted to get out of here and fly. 
 
    “Mr. Redmond!” a nurse hurried into the room and headed for the machines all blinking. “What are you doing? Let me get the doctor.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” he told her, leaving the bed. He untied his gown and let it fall around his feet. He felt good. Incredible, actually. “I’m discharging myself.” 
 
    “But your arm—” 
 
    “My arm is fine,” he assured her while he reached for a bag of his bloody clothes.  
 
    Dressing with one arm was more difficult than he’d imagined—and he was going to have to do it every time he altered. He’d repay Garion for that and for ruining his favorite coat.  
 
    The nurse brought back the doctor, who was just as unsuccessful at getting him back to bed.  
 
    Red left the hospital with an eager bounce in his step and set off east toward Central Park. Twice, he turned to look behind him. Twice, he found no one following him. He couldn’t shake the feeling though and hurried to his destination.  
 
    He entered the park without noticing the man with pale wheaten hair and cobalt eyes watching him from the shadows. 
 
    He remembered Garion’s instructions to their friends, Aidan and Will. Just think about being Drakkon. 
 
    He felt his body changing, his clothes tearing off. There was some pain as his bones stretched and altered, the front of his face growing outward, his bright red wings stretching out like the wings of a moth leaving its cocoon.  
 
    He’d dreamed of flying for so many years—of fighting back against the Elders and The Bane. Now, he could. Now, he would. But first, he’d repay Garion for taking his arm. 
 
    “Shit,” the man watching him fly away groaned. “That’s trouble.” 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Garion sat on his haunches just inside a cave set high on the side of a mountain blanketed in snow and ice. He watched Helena pick at the flank of a caribou he’d hunted and cooked for her lunch.  
 
    “You’re sure no one saw you?” 
 
    No one saw me, he assured her while she placed a charred piece of meat on her tongue. 
 
    “It’s no turkey sandwich with cranberry dressing and cucumbers,” she said with a shrug. “But it’s actually not bad. Then again, I’m starving. I’d probably eat it raw.” 
 
    It was times like these when he regretted not having lips to smile. Were her Drakkon instincts awakening? Humans didn’t tend to consider eating raw meat. He thought about telling her what she now was because of him, but he didn’t think she was ready to hear it.  
 
    She seemed to have come to the conclusion that he hadn’t kidnapped her and he wasn’t keeping her. It made her behave more comfortably with him, less afraid. 
 
    It was true that she’d come awake in his hand just above Greenland’s ice sheet screaming and trying to kick her way out of his grip. But she’d just awakened from dreams of talking cats calling out his name inside a Starbucks, so her fright was understandable.  
 
    He didn’t mention her dreams or that he could see and hear them in his head as if they were his own. He felt only a bit ashamed for intruding in such an intimate place as dreams, but he liked what she felt for him in them. She was jealous and angry when he called out a set of phone numbers to a dozen other cats who had gathered at the coffeehouse and unabashedly attracted to him when he held the one cat he loved.  
 
    “So, what’s going to happen after you bring me back?” she asked him, pulling the blankets around her more closely. “Do you still want me to speak to the Elders on your behalf?” 
 
    I don’t see the point. 
 
    “Really?” she asked incredulously, tossing down the rest of her food. “So, then tell me. What were all the lies for? Why did you bother trying to get me to trust you when you had war on your heart all along?” 
 
    I like it better when you use telepathy, Helena, he took a moment to tell her before he continued. As a man, I wanted peace—mostly for my family. I knew the Whites wouldn’t hesitate to kill them to get to me. So I stayed away. When you found my sister, it was the first time I’d considered changing in almost fifteen years. Nothing I told you was false. I might be a monster now, but I was a man for a long time, a man with values. 
 
    And Drakkon share none of those values? she asked him quietly in his thoughts, as he’d requested.  
 
    Not when my life is at risk. The Elders had Marcus pulled from the sky against his will and turned into a man. At their order, Thomas was shot down and killed. They’ll never agree to sit back and do nothing while I fly. And I want to fly. Why should I allow them to rule over me? 
 
    What about mankind? she asked. You know what will happen. You told Jeremy— 
 
    It’s easy not to care about a race that wants you dead, he said, rising to his four feet. 
 
    No, she corrected, stepping into his waiting fingers and closing the blankets around her. It’s easy not to care at all. 
 
     And safer. 
 
    Outside, the sun was low on the horizon, but still provided her enough light to see the white expanse around her. Oh! she cried out as he took off with a great flap of his wings. Oh, this is so much more terrifying in daylight! 
 
    It won’t be daylight for long, Garion said softly, casting his gaze over the jagged, snow-covered mountains of Iceland in the distance and the glittering glaciers below. You could close your eyes but then you’d miss the view. 
 
    My eyes are already closed. And how is it safer? 
 
    Didn’t she remember his deadly rage? She’d been there, hadn’t she? His days as a man with her were fading with every day he spent as Drakkon, but he remembered her telling him. I cared about Thomas. 
 
    Yes, and you carry the guilt of his death. 
 
    He thought about it for a moment and then agreed. Thomas’ death was his fault. When Thomas had discovered that I turned the boys, he insisted on protecting them. For a month, he spent every day with us, keeping the boys from going too far in their new, powerful bodies. They were young and reckless. I hadn’t thought about the enormity of the shift on eleven year olds—or the consequences. I had been taught how to be Drakkon, they hadn’t. When they were killed, Thomas nearly went mad. I had never seen him so shaken. He begged me to turn him and I did. He’d vowed revenge on The Bane and I wanted him to do it. With the help of the Onyx, his seeing stone, he’d discovered The Bane’s meeting place in Northern Scotland, in the home of Hendrick White and went there to kill them. But The Bane had found him first. He’d contacted Marcus when he realized he’d been found. There was nothing we could do. I couldn’t reach him in time. He didn’t want me to. He told me to stay in my bed and then he said goodbye. As you know, I didn’t obey him. Everything changed in my life and in my family’s lives after that. I had to stay hidden until I finally left my family to keep them safe. I am capable of what you saw that night, Helena, and much worse. Caring only makes it harder to contain. 
 
    All the more reason to remain a man, she told him as they soared across the sun. 
 
    Maybe, a day or so ago, he thought to himself, letting the bracing wind scream across his ears. But things had changed. 
 
    Now there is you. 
 
    Me? she asked him. What do I have to do with anything? 
 
    She had everything to do with it. She was Drakkon—the hunter was now the hunted. He’d turned her. Now he had to protect her. He could protect her better with wings and fire.  
 
    Garion? 
 
    He inclined his ear. She called him Garion, not Gold. What did it mean?  
 
    People may try to come after you, Helena. You’ll need protection. 
 
    She laughed. The sound of it was so unexpected, Garion almost stopped to hover in mid-air and have a look at her.  
 
    I don’t need a Drakkon bodyguard. I can take care of myself. 
 
    She sounded insulted again. He wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t called her incompetent. He’d fought alongside her in the sitting room of his penthouse. She was capable, but that wasn’t enough. He didn’t want anyone to hurt her. He wouldn’t let them. 
 
    You’re holding me too tight. She pushed her palms against his scales. What’s with you today and all this talk of protecting me? I’m not your responsibility and I won’t have you use me as an excuse to remain a Drakkon. I don’t need a pet. 
 
    A pet? He blew smoke out of his nostrils. Did you just call me a pet, Helena? 
 
    Well, she replied hesitantly, there’s nothing wrong with pets. I— 
 
    He pulled his wings in and plummeted down, ignoring her while she fired curses at him. Yes, I forgot, he growled, all nonchalance and detachment abandoned, You don’t think of me as a man—even when I was one. 
 
    He pulled up the memory of them standing in the coffeehouse when she told him he wasn’t all man and sent the thought to her. He was careful not to share his momentary reaction to her insult. What did he care anymore what she thought of the man—or lack of him? 
 
    For a moment, her mind went still and then, like a surging wave washing over him, he felt her probing deeper, searching for his emotions as if she knew they were there. 
 
    I hadn’t meant to insult you, Garion, she said, proving she’d found them, though why she wanted to, he didn’t know. It’s more difficult now with you behaving like an angry beast, she continued, but as a human you stood out to me. You were not only a very beautiful specimen to behold, but you seemed to value ideals abandoned by many others. What I should have said was that you weren’t a mere man. You were more. 
 
    He didn’t know how to respond, so he took a few minutes to think about it all. The last time he was Drakkon, he was very young. Human emotions had ruled him as he grew, human values taught to him by human foster parents, caught up, thanks to his mother’s writing career and his father’s past feuds with knights, in older ways of thinking.  
 
    It was his human emotions she was pulling from him now. 
 
    I take it then, he said, finally breaking the silence, you like that form more than this one. 
 
    You’re an impressive Drakkon, but yes, I like your other form more. But— 
 
    But? He pushed when she remained silent. 
 
    Was anything you told me the truth, Garion? Is being Drakkon changing your heart? 
 
    She’d asked him too many questions before, too. She tried to dig too deep, even going so far as to probe his inner thoughts—and while he was certain he wouldn’t allow it with anyone else, not even his sister, not even Marcus, he allowed it with Helena. 
 
    Yes, he answered, and yes. 
 
    # 
 
    Dangling a couple of thousand feet over the North Atlantic Ocean was either going to give Helena a nervous breakdown or get her past her fear. 
 
    She refused to have a nervous breakdown in his hand. Besides, there wasn’t time to worry about falling into the waves. Being Drakkon was changing Garion’s heart. It was making him forget his humanity. If what he’d told her as a man was true and he believed the cost of turning other Drakkon was too high for mankind, every moment he spent as Drakkon jeopardized that belief. Jeopardized the whole world. It was one thing if Garion had lied to her. Then, it would have been hopeless. If he’d never had the intention of keeping to any deal, she’d have to go to the Elders so The Bane could be prepared to take him down. They had to keep Drakkon from filling the sky. 
 
    But he said he’d told her the truth. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe he was that man; fair and considerate, open and honest. She liked that man. She didn’t want him to be killed. She didn’t even hate the Drakkon anymore. She understood that he loved and lost much because of the Whites. She’d only seen the devastation to her family. She’d never known what it had done to his. But mankind wouldn’t be safe if he remained Drakkon and changed more men into fire-breathers. She had to make the man return.  
 
    Garion? Will you change back when we rest next? You could keep warm in the blankets. 
 
    The blankets are for your warmth, he huffed. 
 
    There are enough for us both. 
 
    I don’t think it’s wise, was all he replied. 
 
    Why not? Are you jealous of yourself? 
 
    He looked down at her and scowled. Don’t be ridiculous, Helena. It’s not wise because, in my human state, I’m attracted to you. 
 
    You are? She hoped he couldn’t feel her heart begin to pound against his fingers. 
 
    Of course, and don’t pretend you’re unaware. You’re an intelligent woman. Our kiss awakened the stars, Helena.  
 
    Yes, it had, but she was afraid to think too much on it. She certainly couldn’t be his life mate if he was Drakkon. If that’s true, she countered softly in his head, why is being a man with me unwise? 
 
    It might lead to intimacy between us. 
 
    It might not, she corrected with a nervous laugh. But so what if it did? She remembered when he’d told her that intimacy was risky. He’d never told her why he felt that way. Why are you afraid of being intimate? 
 
    Because I’m not certain that in the throes of ecstasy I will remain a man. I haven’t been Drakkon in so long so I spent years fearing that the desire to eat my partner in those first few moments would be too strong to resist, but now I know I’m stronger than the urge because I don’t want to eat you. 
 
    That’s sweet. She let out a wry breath. Well, I’m sorry I asked. This was bad. This was very bad. She was going to be alone with him for who knew how long. If he remained gigantic and covered in scales that nearly blinded her every time she looked at them, his heart would grow colder toward his values. And soon, mankind would mean nothing to him. If he altered his form back to Garion the man and put his lips to hers, she was sure they’d end up in bed, risking a transformation while they made love. No, thank you.  
 
    But she needed to draw out the man. The world depended on it. She had to stir his convictions back to life before they were lost. She would simply have to ignore the effect he had on her and stay out of his arms and his bed. 
 
    She could do it. She didn’t have a choice. 
 
    They reached Jan Mayen, a remote volcanic island in the Arctic Ocean at about 3:00pm, an hour before the muted sunset. They rested beneath a steep slope nestled along a snowy mountain range Helena couldn’t pronounce with a hundred years of practice. They’d rest here for a few more hours and then cross the sea to Norway under the cover of night.  
 
    She’d be glad to reach their final destination. She was tired of flying and tired of telepathy. Her head hurt most of the time. Mostly, she was tired of freezing. There hadn’t been any wood in or around his caves, just snow. This place was no different. 
 
    Something she’d read once, before The Bane’s raid on Marcus Aquara’s home, seized her thoughts. She’d wanted to be able to keep herself from freezing while they traveled to northern England in the dead of winter. She’d learned that there was an alternative to warmth from fire. She needed rocks. Five or six football-sized rocks would do it. She made her request to Garion, explaining that once he heated them, they would spread the warmth. He agreed to try to find some and promised he’d keep in constant contact with her so she wouldn’t feel alone. 
 
    As he flew out into the dwindling light, she wondered which side of Garion was concerned about how she felt. What if it was the Drakkon side? What if the Gold was warming to her? How bad would it be to have her own dragon? She shook her head to clear it. It was the altitude making her entertain such crazy thoughts. The Bane would kill them both. 
 
    You there? she asked, looking out at the sky.  
 
    Yes. 
 
    Please tell me you don’t live in a cave, she said and pulled the blankets up around her nose while she settled in.  
 
    I live in a glass villa atop a mountain range. 
 
    A villa? A villa wasn’t too shabby. A glass villa sounded cold though. 
 
    It’s heated, he told her, listening in, and it has a nice view. 
 
    A nice view is good, but why Norway? She had to ask. 
 
    Norway isn’t as cold as you think. In fact, some days are rather mild. 
 
    Still, why not someplace warmer? 
 
    Like Bermuda? 
 
    Wow, she laughed and shook her head at the sky. Are you ever NOT in my head? 
 
    He didn’t answer and she tossed a mumbled curse to the wind. 
 
    I have an island off the coast of Fiji, he informed her a few minutes later.  
 
    Did she hear him right? He had a what off the coast of where? And he was taking her to more snow? 
 
    It’s too far. It would have taken at least a week to fly there. Besides, I consider the villa home. 
 
    But…it’s Fiji, Garion. And if you don’t want to be a man and Fiji is too far to fly, I’ll never get to visit. 
 
    And if I fly on a plane with you, as a man, you would visit then? 
 
    It’s Fiji. Hell yes I would. 
 
    A penthouse in New York, a villa in Norway, an island near Fiji. How much money did Garion Gold have and where did he get it all from? 
 
    Marcus has quite a substantial hoard and split most of it between Ellie and me. I also inherited Thomas’ hoard, and I’m a silent partner in twelve companies, so I have a lot. 
 
    You don’t have to tell me how much you have, she told him, embarrassed that he heard her. It doesn’t matter to me. 
 
    I know, he filled her head with his reassuring voice. You liked me before you knew how much I had. 
 
    Oh really? She did her best to sound amused but it was difficult to pull off. I liked you? You’re seriously arrogant, Gold. 
 
    Okay, so you didn’t have an obsession with the lack of women in my life? 
 
    An obsession? Really? She wished he were here so she could laugh in his face. A moment later, he was. He glided in silently and dropped six stones of the right size at her feet and then looked into her eyes. 
 
    Come with me. I found something I want you to see. 
 
    What was it? He wouldn’t tell her. She couldn’t tell if he was smiling or scowling, but his enormous, lambent eyes went soft and warm on her when he asked her to trust him. What did she have to lose? If he’d wanted to kill her he would have done it already. 
 
    He looked pleased, even a bit puffed up with satisfaction when she nodded her head and stepped forward into his waiting claws. Where could he be taking her in the middle of nowhere? 
 
    She didn’t think she’d ever get used to his takeoffs, or the rushing waves of bracing wind in her face, but she would admit that she was growing accustomed to the sky and the majesty of it. In the blue and orange hues of Nautical Twilight, it looked especially breathtaking with the bright, clustered Milky Way splashing across the sky. The crisp air snapped around her face, pulling at her breath and tearing more of her hair from beneath her hat. It was going to be a knotted mess when she finally unbraided it, but her hat kept her head warm for the most part, so she was keeping it on. 
 
    There.  
 
    She looked down at a circle of small fires burning around a small pool of steaming water.  
 
    He swooped down and landed with the grace of a sublime predator. He released her and stepped back as she approached the edge of the pool. It’s for you, Helena.  
 
    What is it? she asked, captivated by the heated fog and the dozens of lichen patches burning along the rocky slopes, illuminating the pool . 
 
    A warm bath, he told her. I think you’ll be happy now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    He created this light and brought her to this place to make her happy? She didn’t know what to think of that. And why? Why did this Drakkon care if she was happy or not? Things could never work out for them, could they? He had wings! And scales! He wanted to continue to fly! So why was he trying to make her happy? 
 
    What did it matter presently? She crouched at the edge of the pool and dipped her fingers into the water. “It’s warm!” she exclaimed, turning on her haunches to look at the great, gold beast behind her. “It’s a hot spring!” 
 
    Yes, it is. He held up his fingers and pretended to examine his shiny gold claws while she unzipped her parka.  
 
    When she fumbled with numb fingers at her sweater, she noticed him raise his heavy lids and take a peek at her. 
 
    “Turn around, please.” 
 
    He did, albeit with a long, smoky sigh, as if her request was completely unnecessary and tedious. You’re human, Helena. I’m not attracted to the human body. 
 
    “I should hope not,” she muttered while she hurried out of her clothes and stepped naked into the pool. The water was almost too hot, but as she sank to her chin, she smiled in the soft amber glow of the firelight. Oh, it was heaven! Blissful warmth saturated her body and she dipped her cold head in next.  
 
    Thank you, Garion, she told him telepathically. I needed this. 
 
    The human body is a frail thing, he replied with a thread of arrogance in her head. Arrogance and something else that made the cadence in his voice thicken with restraint. If you had scales, you wouldn’t feel the cold. If you flew— 
 
    I like my skin just fine, she cut him off, and I don’t want to fly. Besides, what’s so wonderful about being a Drakkon if you have no need or desire to partake in this glorious hot spring? You don’t even know what you’re missing. 
 
    She dipped beneath the surface again; amazed that this little oasis existed in such a cold, desolate place. When she resurfaced, she heard him entering the water behind her and turned to see his reaction to the heated pool. 
 
    But there was no Drakkon in the water with her. 
 
    There was only a man. 
 
    Garion. When she saw him a few feet away, arrayed in all the splendor of his smooth, golden skin, of which more than half was hidden beneath the surface, she cried out and backed away. It was him! His human shoulders were wide and sculpted in muscle. His arms…oh, his arms that had held her while he kissed her, were carved slabs of glistening sinew. His long, chiseled torso, so much tighter than she’d imagined, held he gaze and made her swallow air. Yeah, Thor had nothing on this guy. She felt as if she hadn’t seen in him in weeks…months. She realized instantly and with a heavy heart that she missed him.  
 
    “What…? What are you doing here, Garion?” 
 
    He shook his head, as if he were confused and looked down at himself in the diffused light, standing in the water up to his waist. “I wasn’t thinking. I was looking at you and…I don’t…this isn’t a good idea.”  
 
    The sound of his voice outside her head was so welcomed, so tender, she thought she’d be content to listen to it for the rest of her life. But he hadn’t wanted to change back. It was clear by his worried expression. He lifted his gaze and let it peruse her shoulders, her neck, her face while she tread water. 
 
    “I wanted to touch you again.” He turned away looking distraught. “I never should have—” 
 
    “No.” She swam a little closer to him. He was going to turn again. His heart would grow more detached the longer he was Drakkon. “Don’t go,” she pleaded on a quavering breath. “Stay with me here a little while longer, Garion.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” he told her, his voice a deep-throated rasp. “Don’t you understand? I want you, Helena.” 
 
    She did understand. They were both naked beneath the surface. Just the thought of him touching her ignited sparks throughout her body. It was too perfect here, too beautiful and warm, and completely isolated. She recalled his warning about possibly changing during intimacy. What would he do to her? Looking at him now, with a backdrop of mountains and starlight behind him, a soft breeze blowing his hair around his eyes, she almost didn’t care. 
 
    “Don’t change back,” she whispered. “Not yet.” 
 
    He said nothing but dove beneath the surface and came back up just in front of her like Poseidon, rising from the fathoms below. His body glistened as rivulets of steamy water cascaded over his sleek angles and defined lines. He lifted his beefy arm to slick back his wet hair and smiled down at her, his tawny eyes gleaming.  
 
    Her heart stirred at his dominating size hovering over her. “Garion, I—” 
 
    Before she had time to say anything else, he leaned down and brushed his lips over hers, giving her a taste of the hunger raging beneath his iron control.  
 
    “Still think I should stay?” he asked, withdrawing just enough to let her answer. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed against his mouth. “Yes, you should stay.” 
 
    His smile snatched her breath and broke her heart, for she knew by the regret tainting his gentle expression that he wouldn’t. 
 
    And he was right not to stay. The risk was too high. Not just because he could turn at the worst time possible, but because even if he’d never transformed, the obstacles they would face together were too big. She still had many relatives, half-brothers and half-sisters born with Patrick White’s blood, members of The Bane. How would she tell them that she was falling for the Gold? They wouldn’t care that he claimed to have remained a man all these years. She wasn’t even certain if she believed him anymore.  
 
    The instant the Elders discovered anything between them; they’d believe the music they all heard was meant for her. But she couldn’t be Garion’s life mate.  
 
    She remembered the fire of his kiss, the music of the stars, his big hands along her back. Warmth that had nothing to do with the hot spring coursed through her.  
 
    She couldn’t be his life mate. She wasn’t a Drakkon, and she would never become one. 
 
    He sank back into the depths and floated away from her and she wondered if he did so because he regretted kissing her or because he’d just tuned in to her thoughts.  
 
    “It would never work between us,” she called out swimming toward him. 
 
    “I know,” he replied treading backward, sounding less affected than she feared.  
 
    “It isn’t that I don’t like you.” 
 
    “I know that, too.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile as she reached him. “I thought the Drakkon was arrogant, but you’re no better.”  
 
    “You’re wrong,” he said, smiling back. He took her wet hand and held it up to his lips. “I’m much better.”  
 
    “Oh?” she asked playfully, moving closer. “Can you fly? Can you breathe fire?” Her thigh brushed his under the water. He reacted as if she’d struck him but pulled her against his nakedness.  
 
    “I can do this,” he replied with a sensual tilt of his mouth before his arm snaked around her waist. He dipped his face to hers and snatched her breath with a deep, longing kiss.  
 
    Oh, but he did it well, too! He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her close as they kissed, pressing her to his warm, rigid body. 
 
    Helena slid her hands up the sides of his head as his tongue stole softly around her mouth. She felt him against her teeth, soft, thrilling, probing. His hands swept over her like flames singeing her nerve endings, sending hundreds of little fires through her until she was consumed and melted against him. His power was complete, demanding her surrender. 
 
    He withdrew with reluctance and stared into her eyes. “Do you know how beautiful you are to me, Helena?” he whispered on a husky breath, sealing her defeat. “I want nothing more than to be with you.” 
 
    God help her, she wanted it, too.  
 
    Buoyed in his embrace, she lifted herself and coiled her legs around his waist, her arms around his neck. She could feel him hard and ready to take her. His sleek muscles trembled against her skin, his breath warm and wicked on her neck. Beneath the surface, his hands cupped her ass and guided her over the length of his stiff cock. They both jolted and gasped at the scintillating pleasure coursing through them like wildfire. She had no time to think about all the reasons they shouldn’t come together. She didn’t want to think. Being in his arms felt right, as if she belonged here, and nothing else mattered. 
 
    She threw back her head, offering herself up like some virgin of old, ready to give up all to the will of Drakkon. He partook, tasting the pulse beat at her throat then lifting her up to drag one of her erect nipples into his mouth. 
 
    Suddenly, he broke free of her and moved away. “It’s too dangerous, Helena,” he groaned as if in pain. “I don’t know if I can control it.”  
 
    She watched him step out of the spring, water streaming down between his shoulders to his firm ass and long, sculpted legs. How the hell could he be a virgin? He hadn’t had sex so he didn’t truly know if he could control it or not. 
 
    Did she really want to be the guinea pig? 
 
       She opened her mouth to call him but just when she did, something above her caught her eye. She looked up and her heart went still. A luminous green and crimson glow expanded like a vast heavenly fire, filling the sky with a ghostly glow that swayed and danced left and then right like a curtain in the wind. As she stood there gaping, she realized she was seeing the Northern Lights but she never imagined such beauty, such brilliance. 
 
    “Garion!” she called out, turning to him to see if he was as overcome as she. But he was gone and in his place stood the Drakkon, his golden scales reflecting the different shades of light, his back to her. 
 
    Part of her wanted to cry out, call him back. But she remained as silent as the sky when she stepped out of the water and dressed. He belonged here in this magical place with its colorful skies and fiery lakes. He had every right to want to live with all the freedom he longed for.  
 
    Let me show you, she heard him in her thoughts. She lifted her head while she zipped up her parka and slipped her hat into her pocket. She watched him stretch out his wings. A single flap lifted him off the ground. One more carried him toward the sky. He flew across the scarlet lights, swirling and soaring as if he were dancing to music she thought she could hear. She felt honored to be watching something no one in generations had seen with their eyes. He was even more beautiful now than any other time. He turned upward, twirling toward the stars, burning just as bright until she could no longer make him out from among them.  
 
    You will haunt me forever, Garion, she confessed, hoping he heard her. 
 
    Apparently he had. He descended like a missile and landed just inches before her. And you will haunt me. 
 
    She felt like crying at the tragedy of it all and remained quiet while he scooped her up. Why did he have to share his dance and the power of his flight with her and infect her heart with magic? Why did he kiss her like his heart was involved and compelling hers to be the same? She feared it was. What would become of it when they parted and she never saw him again? She wasn’t a fool. What man after him could ever compare to this? 
 
    She felt surprisingly toasty clutched in his fingers, held close to his armored chest. When she saw where he was taking her, her heart was overcome with wonder and emotion. The scarlet blaze moved before her, looming closer until Garion carried her through it. The light drenched her in illuminated hues of crimson and silver. She felt delightfully lightheaded from breathing in the charged air. She couldn’t close her eyes though the wind stung. She was inside the Northern Lights! She was too captivated to realize that he’d angled the direction of his frill-tipped wings and was catapulting them upward. Awakening came when music filled the heavens above her. The same music she’d heard when they’d kissed in his penthouse. Images of herself and Garion flooded her thoughts, dancing with him to an ancient melody that saturated her senses and bound her to him for centuries to come. 
 
    Suddenly, the safety of his giant claws was gone and in their place were two strong arms holding her to him. She looked into his eyes and wilted at the desire she saw in them.  
 
    Wait! He was a man? 
 
    They were falling, plummeting to the earth! Every fear of falling came bursting to life all at once and panic like she’d never known before engulfed her. 
 
    She thought she was going to faint or be sick. Her skin felt tight and confining. Everything hurt. She was going to die.  
 
    The view below her began to change. She no longer felt the bite of the cold against her skin. She was no longer falling and Garion was no longer holding her. 
 
    She looked to her right and her heart roared at what she saw. A wing. A shiny, white, leathery wing! It wasn’t her! The ivory, tear-shaped scales she saw when she set her terrified gaze on her chest couldn’t be her.  
 
    It would mean Garion had transformed her. No. No, he wouldn’t have. 
 
    She found him hovering close by, his size, less impressive.  
 
    He’d done it. He was the only one who could. He turned her into what she spent her life hating. For a moment, she wanted to die rather than be Drakkon. That moment was enough to alter her back to her human body. She didn’t fall long when Garion flew over her and plucked her from the sky. Her clothes were gone, as were her braids. She didn’t care if she was naked. She didn’t care if she froze. 
 
    I hate you, Garion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Garion took them back to the shelter and stayed out of Helena’s thoughts, though he made certain every blanket covered her properly. He used his claws to dig out a shallow niche in the ground close to where she lay. Hesitantly, he blew fire from his mouth to heat the rocks. He felt her eyes on him, as hard and merciless as an Arctic storm. She hated this part of her race. She hated him.  
 
    He’d been a fool to let the man take his moment of flying with her. His pathetic human heart was in love with her. When he had the stones sufficiently heated, he looked toward the shelter opening. She wouldn’t be warm enough he languished, realizing that his Drakkon heart was no better. They were away from the wind but this wasn’t a cave. There were only two walls, one above and one in back. Her hot stones would have served better in the belly of a cave.  
 
    You need body heat, he told her, willing once again to allow the man his time if it would keep her safe. 
 
    I’d rather freeze. 
 
    He didn’t argue but rested on the ground close by, blowing a gust of smoke from his nostrils. Releasing fire felt good. He controlled himself and didn’t relish in it too long. 
 
    His thoughts brought him back to her terrified expression, her flailing wings, her declaration of hatred.  
 
    “We need more stones,” she called out between chattering teeth.  
 
    He rose up and approached her, changing as he went. She needed heat and, now, so did he. He bent to her and pushed the blankets away. “I refuse to let you freeze,” he said as a man. He moved in close to her. The instant their bodies touched, she sprang away. He caught her by snaking his arm around her waist when she tried to leave. “You can hate me all you want but I’m not moving and neither are you.” 
 
    She fought him just long enough to make him doubt this was a good idea. She was exhausted and he was convinced more now than ever that she needed his protection. You’re freezing, Helena, please stop fighting me. 
 
    She collapsed atop one of his arms and shook the ground beneath them with her shivering. I don’t want you to touch me. 
 
    He pulled her close and wrapped her in his arms and legs. I want you to live. That hasn’t changed. 
 
    She stopped fighting and settled into his chest, draping him in her long, lustrous, white tresses. He wondered if she could feel the thunderous beats of his heart pressed so close. He resisted every temptation to react to her supple body with sexual desire. He wasn’t a monster. He’d lived many years denying himself. Now, when she hated him, wasn’t the time to time to give up the battle and let the carnal lead him. 
 
    You want me to live a life hunted, as you are. Alone. Forever. She shook her head beneath his chin and wet him with her tears. 
 
    He didn’t want her to be alone. He wanted to stay with her as his life mate. He wanted to lavish her with his wealth and ravish her body with his. When he’d taken her toward the stars and danced to the sky’s symphony, he wanted to tell her that he loved her. He hadn’t been thinking about her falling because he was with her. He never imagined that she’d turn. Never. He still couldn’t believe it happened—or how magnificently beautiful she was. She’d stopped his heart. He’d never seen a female Drakkon before, and not one he loved. He’d also never seen a face so frightened. 
 
    He was sorry. 
 
    I want you to live, Helena—with me. 
 
    Well, here’s what I want, Garion, she responded coolly. When we reach Norway, I want clothes and a plane ticket home. After that, I want to forget you exist. If you refuse to let me go, I’ll assume you planned my abduction from the beginning because it was always about revenge. 
 
    It was never about revenge. 
 
    Good, then you’ll let me go. 
 
    Yes, he said, holding her tightly. He didn’t know how but he would let her go. He’d have to find a new place to live in New York since his penthouse was now a crime scene. He’d stay close by, unseen by her eyes, watching for any change in her form. If she transformed again, he’d be there to help her. 
 
    But that wasn’t how he wanted to spend eternity. 
 
    “Are you warmer?” he asked into her hair. She felt warmer in his arms, molded against him, slightly more yielding to his touch when he pulled her a bit closer to his heat. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Her warm breath along his neck sent molten waves through his blood. When she moved, just a little shift to find more warmth, he closed his eyes and grinded his jaw. She was soft, yet firm—able to produce beautiful music with her fingers or hurl daggers and fists at her enemy. He rubbed his palm over the velvety skin down her back. But he went no further than to try to keep her blood flowing. 
 
    She remained quiet and he thought she’d fallen asleep. A few minutes later though, she shifted in his arms again then asked in a quiet voice, “Why? Why did you do it?” 
 
    At least she was speaking to him about it. He was grateful but he understood the magnitude of what changing her meant. He’d created another Drakkon, something he’d sworn to never do. The Drakkon he created was his life mate, which meant that, more than likely, someday, they would come together and who knew what their offspring would be able to do? He knew the life he’d sentenced her to. Nothing he was about to tell her would change any of it.  
 
    “Jeremy’s bullet went through your back and exited through your stomach and into me. We were both dying but my blood, my essence was already mixing with yours, altering you, healing you. I could have pushed you away, let you die. But after I saw that you had remained with me in the penthouse, I knew I didn’t want to live without you.” 
 
    She turned her face away. “You should have let me die.” 
 
    “I couldn’t, Helena. Forgive me, but I couldn’t.  
 
    # 
 
    Helena was awakened several hours later, while it was still dark, by an enormous nostril blowing hot air on her. Come, Helena, Garion nudged her with the edge of his snout. It’s time to go. 
 
    She was Drakkon. She’d turned in mid-flight last night. It wasn’t a dream. It was real. She’d had wings. She’d had scales.  
 
    He waited, turning his large, scaled head toward the opening while she emptied her bladder behind him.  
 
    He’d turned her, she reminded herself while she returned to the blankets and wrapped them around her body. He’d feared she was going to die and he didn’t want to live without her. It was a good enough reason to do many things, but not changing her into Drakkon against her will.  
 
    How was she going to continue her life now? What if the Drakkon popped out of her during a concert or during a date? 
 
    A date? A date with whom? His voice came crashing into her head. 
 
    I didn’t mean a date. I— she corrected then covered her head in her hands. Why the hell am I explaining this to you? A date! That’s right! A man I may want to sleep with. What if—? 
 
    Do you have someone in mind? 
 
    He wasn’t serious! I might, Garion. It’s no business of yours, now is it? We’re never going to see each other again after this, remember? 
 
    Yes, I remember, he growled in her head. Now let’s be off, the blue hour is coming. 
 
    What’s the blue hour? she asked, letting him close his fingers around her. 
 
    It’s a period of twilight early in the dawn or late in the dusk. It’s the most powerful time for Drakkon. It’s when the sky calls and it’s hardest to resist. 
 
    What are you saying? She demanded as they left the shelter and soared across the starlit sky. That I won’t be able to control it? 
 
    I don’t know, but you’ll lose your blankets if you don’t. 
 
    She hated him. She really did. 
 
    Maybe I’ll let myself change just so I can kill you. 
 
    She didn’t want to speak with him anymore and thought about her brother instead. How the hell was she going to tell Jacob? Would he be angry with her for being a fool and trusting a Drakkon? Or would he resent her for becoming what he wanted to be? Of course she knew he wanted to fly. She guessed she’d known since they were children but they’d never spoken openly about it. Would Jacob hate her? She let the wind snatch away her tears. If she lost her brother over this, she’d hunt down and kill Jeremy Redmond for bringing this upon her, and then she’d kill Garion. 
 
    Her blood bubbled like molten lava in her veins and she imagined cutting the clouds with her hoary wings—The blue hour! Garion! She reached out as fear gripped her. Is it happening? 
 
    Not if you don’t want it to be, he reassured in a calm voice. We’re almost home. 
 
    Your home, not mine. 
 
    She felt another twinge of darker desires trying to creep up, but she resisted, cursing him because he’d done this to her. 
 
    The blue hour passed as they flew toward Norway and the Børvasstindene Mountains, their slopes dropping precipitously into the North and Norwegian Seas, forming the fjords of Norway; the mountains, where his villa awaited. Helena wondered how far away was the airport and if he’d really let her go? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Less than an hour later, he soared over a jagged mountain range, covered, like the rest, in snow. Far below, she thought she saw sunlight flashing off something nestled upon the slippery slopes. When he dipped and flew them closer, she set her eyes upon Garion’s home.  
 
    The villa was carved out of the mountain on three sides, the east wall was made entirely of glass, as was most of the roof. He landed smoothly on the terrace, released her, and changed instantly.  
 
    Wrapped in blankets, Helena watched him walk on two feet to the sliding glass doors and open them. She hadn’t had a good look at all of him in the light. She wished she’d kept her eyes closed. Her defenses weren’t strong enough to resist him if he tried to seduce her now. Lying naked with him, consumed in his power, his comforting warmth, his tension-filled resistance had been difficult enough. Now, seeing him upright in all his glory shook her to her bones. His long, corded legs were strong enough to carry her through any storm. His whipcord-tight abdomen invited her to run her tongue over all the hard hills and hollows, licking his gold-kissed skin. She’d only seen one other man naked, but Emerson hardly even looked like a man compared to Garion. She dipped her gaze between his thighs and then looked away, blushing. He certainly was bigger than her ex. 
 
    When he stepped inside, she followed him, hurrying around him and calling for the bathroom.  
 
    Following his direction, she found the master bathroom adjacent to his enormous, sunlight-drenched bedroom. She went straight for the shower and prayed for hot water. Thankfully, her prayers were answered and she stepped inside. While the water washed away the grime of sleeping in various caves, she let the spray drip over her face and wash away her tears as well. 
 
    He’d turned her because he didn’t want to live without her. Was he falling in love with her?  
 
    She remembered being shot. She remembered all the blood and hoping that none of it was Garion’s. It had been. More importantly, she remembered what she’d been thinking just before Jeremy fired his gun. She hadn’t wanted to leave him. She’d wanted there to be a way for them to have something more meaningful. If he kept his promise and remained a man, why couldn’t they?  
 
    But he hadn’t kept it. He became Drakkon and he enjoyed it. She could have forgiven him for it because she understood that it was his nature and he deserved to experience it. 
 
    But…he’d turned her. She was the first White Drakkon, other than Thomas White, in ten centuries. The thought of it was too big for her to comprehend now. Would she truly prefer to have died on the floor of Garion’s sitting room? She’d been shot through. Who knew what damage had been done to her organs? To his? If the stars had been right and she was Garion’s life mate, did that mean she would die with him, too? But he’d saved them. She may have done the same thing if the choice had been hers at the time. 
 
    Was that it? She opened her eyes and looked around for shampoo and soap. Was she going to forgive him so easily for altering the course of her life? What was she supposed to do now, hide from the Elders? She scrubbed her body then lathered up her hair. There was no way back from this. If her emotions ran high enough, she could change into a Drakkon. She had to watch out for the blue hour and—what else? She should know as much as she could now that she was one of them. 
 
    She had to be dreaming.  
 
    She stepped out of the shower and noticed a pair of lush folded towels, a royal blue cashmere sweater and a pair of boxer-briefs laid out on a padded bench. She looked at the closed door. When had he come inside? She shrugged. He wouldn’t have tried anything. They’d slept naked together and, heaven help her, it had been distracting. If she hadn’t been freezing her ass off, she couldn’t have done it without temptation. His body was hard and he smelled like a cool, misty breeze. His embrace was soothing, like a safe haven against the frigid air, and she’d melted in it.  
 
    He could have tried something then, but he hadn’t.  
 
    She brushed her long hair and dressed in the clothes he’d left. The sweater was huge, the shoulders dropping to her elbows. She rolled up the sleeves and stepped into the boxer-briefs, rolling up the waist, as well. 
 
    She stepped out into the cavernous living room, bedecked in plush, white sofas with furs strewn over them. Similar to the penthouse, sunshine radiated inside, warming the villa. There was a glass bookshelf and a giant plasma screen on the western wall. Two fireplaces at opposite walls donned mantels decorated with photos and artwork. There was more artwork in the form of vases, sculptures, and paintings scattered around on columns and shelves.  
 
    She followed the sounds coming from the right and found Garion in the kitchen. Sunlight from the glass ceiling doused him in soft shades of gold while he cooked them breakfast. He wore white linen drawstring pants and nothing else. The sight of his bare chest and arms and rock-solid belly brought back memories of being held against him and turned her legs to pudding. His smile, when he looked up, set her heart racing. 
 
    “You look nice.” 
 
    She did? She looked down at her baggy clothes and damp hair splattered over her shoulders, and no make-up. She shrugged. She wanted to tell him he looked nice, too, but she still hated him. 
 
    How could he look so normal after swirling through the Northern Lights a few hours ago?  
 
    “There isn’t much to eat,” he announced and gestured that she sit at the table. There were two chairs, one obviously belonged here, the other to the living room décor. Suddenly, the thought of him truly spending his life alone, hit her. She refused to look at him, to feel anything for him. “I’ll have to drive into town this afternoon and pick up some things.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, sitting in the living room chair, “like clothes for me and my plane ticket home.” 
 
    “I’ll need to complete your healing. You can still get an infection.” The toast popped and he reached for the slices to butter them.  
 
    “Maybe I should come with you,” she said after thinking about it for a moment. 
 
    “To town?” he asked, looking up from his work. His dimple flashed as he looked down at her bare feet. Eclipsed by luminous strands of sun-lit hair, his eyes radiated light when he raised them to hers again. “You don’t have shoes.” 
 
    It was hard to concentrate when he was looking at her as if she were some kind of treasure he’d discovered—and coveted. But she wouldn’t be undone by a pretty face. “You can carry me to the shoe store. Are there any shoe stores in the town?” 
 
    “Yes, there’s a small shopping mall in Bodø called Glasshuset.” 
 
    “Good, we can go later.” 
 
    He smiled while he scooped her boiled eggs out of the pot and set them on her plate, along with three different cheeses, and her toast.  
 
    So what, he served her breakfast. Plenty of men did it. She thanked him when he set everything down in front of her, including a piping hot cup, which she lifted immediately to her lips. She needed coffee! Her hopes were dashed when she tasted the hot drink. Cocoa? 
 
    “Do you never drink coffee?” she asked and then dug into her breakfast. She was starving! She wasn’t used to her eggs boiled, but she was getting used to sharing unconventional meals with him. Boiled eggs and cheese was better than roasted pig. 
 
    “I’ll add it to our list of things to pick up.” 
 
    It struck her, as it had many times before when she was with him, that it was all too normal, too natural. It felt as if they belonged together and this was just another day in their lives. What had she been about to tell him just before she was shot? Had she been falling in love with him? He’d made it so easy.  
 
    She looked out the window at the vast mountain range, covered in white as far as the eye could see. Could this ever be her life? 
 
    “How do you get off this mountain?” 
 
    “I drive down in my truck. It’s built for snow.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could drive,” she said, eating.  
 
    “I don’t like driving in New York. Cabs are easier. I’m not there often and I didn’t want to buy a car to have it sit in a garage for months or even years.” 
 
    She didn’t blame him for not enjoying driving in the city. There was nothing pleasurable about traffic.  
 
     “What do you do here every day?” she asked.  
 
    “I keep fit with exercise, swimming,” he told her while she ate. “I fish, hunt, —the altitude is high and makes you feel tired so I sleep often, too. It’s a quiet life.” 
 
    After living in New York for six years, a quiet life sounded nice to Helena. She scowled at her traitorous, accursed heart. 
 
    “Sometimes,” he added, staring at her, “I take trips to other countries with Carina. By plane.” The slight upward tilt of his mouth when he confirmed her deepest hope didn’t go unnoticed by Helena.  
 
    “Oh?” she sipped her cocoa. It wasn’t really that bad. In fact, the frothy, chocolaty warmth was quite nice surrounded by all this snow. “Where do you go?” 
 
    He shrugged his beefy shoulders and popped some cheese into his mouth. “Monaco, Italy. I have a nice place off the coast of Agrigento overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. The view is really wonderful. Ehm, where else? The island.” 
 
    “Near Fiji,” she guessed out loud, feeling a little ill. Why did he have to be Drakkon. Why did she have to be Drakkon? 
 
    “Yes. I also own one of the islands of Tahiti.” 
 
    Okay. This was ridiculous. She threw down her cheese. How rich was he? Who the hell wouldn’t be tempted by him? She didn’t want to be. She couldn’t be bought! Oh, but Tahiti? Was he kidding? 
 
    “What am I supposed to be doing while you’re off in Tahiti or your wonderful place in Agrigento?” She hated herself for saying it but it was better than saying what she was thinking; that he was temptation incarnate. Not just because he owned property in some of the most beautiful locales, or because looking at him was like gazing at the sun. Those things only added to the difficulty of resistance. His most powerful temptation had already lured her into his clutches. Was he really the man he claimed to be; reasonable, socially awkward, easygoing, with an old-world charm that was almost knightly in nature? What if he really was all those things? What if everything he told her was the truth and he’d done what he’d done because, for him, the alternative was worse?  
 
    “You could come with me,” he suggested, chewing his food, his nostrils flaring a little, as if he expected her to toss her hot cocoa at him and was preparing himself for it. 
 
    “As what?” she asked, already shaking her head. “Your life mate?” 
 
    “As whatever you want to be.” He finished his breakfast and stood up with his plate. “I like your company.” 
 
    She liked his, too, but what did it matter when held against what he’d done? She was Drakkon and she watched that horrifying reality burn to cinders the future she’d laid out for herself. She wanted to open a school for children who wanted to study the violin. Not worry that she’d turn and eat them all. 
 
    “You have to teach me how to contain this thing,” she told him, realizing that leaving him too soon wasn’t wise. “I’ll stay with you long enough to learn how to never let it out again. The way you did for fourteen years.” 
 
    He didn’t answer her but began cleaning up. “We’ll get ready to go soon. I want to take a quick swim first. Do you want to join me? The pool is heated.” 
 
    “Do you have a bathing suit?” she asked, washing her own dish. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She didn’t think so. “It’s probably not a good idea if I want to keep the Drakkon locked up.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to say something other than what came out of his mouth. “Perhaps not.” He added a slight half-smile just to drive her even crazier and then left the kitchen. 
 
    She followed him into the living room and watched for a moment as he opened another set of sliding windows and stepped out onto the terrace. He didn’t seem affected by the stinging winter wind. Hesuddenly seemed invincible to her. She shook her head and then felt her heart begin to race when he pulled on the drawstring at his abdomen. She quickly made her way to his bookcase and began scanning titles.  
 
               But her gaze returned to him; awash in sunlight while he slipped out of his pants, revealing thighs sculpted by Michelangelo’s own hands. The rest of him was a different kind of masterpiece altogether. Long and lean, he was crafted of pure muscle and sinfully sexy angles. When he lifted his arms over his head, the sun glinted off the powerful play of his triceps and made her mouth go dry.  
 
    She watched, captivated, as he dove into the glass-like stillness. 
 
    She tried to concentrate on the books but, again, her gaze abandoned logic. She watched him swim the length of the pool and then back. He swam like he flew, with graceful power and fluid strength. She wanted to go to him. She turned instead and walked into his bedroom.  
 
    She wasn’t sure if it was the sight of his bed buried under double comforters and warm sapphire throws, or the thought of his big, warm body nestled in it that made her blood burn in her veins. She looked away. Cleared her thoughts. 
 
    She needed pants. She knew nothing he owned would fit her but a good belt and rolling up at least seven inches on the legs could do the trick. Jeans would stay up better. She found a pair in the back of his enormous walk in closet and tried them on. She found herself smiling at how long they were. The waist wasn’t as big as she thought but she still needed a belt. Once found, she secured it around her waist and tested the outfit out, walking back and forth in the closet. 
 
    “I like it,” Garion said, appearing at the door and leaning against it, wearing nothing but a towel and water dripping down his neck and chest.  
 
    Her gaze fell to the sensual “v” at his lower abdomen. One flick, one wrong move and the towel would fall. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind that I came in here. I—” 
 
    “Not at all,” he assured her, stepping inside with her. “My closet is your closet.” 
 
    She wanted to smile at him, but he might think she had forgiven him.  
 
    “Thanks. I’m done.” She moved to pass him but his voice stopped her. 
 
    “Do you think Jacob would bring Carina here if I paid for his ticket?” 
 
    Jacob? Here? She walked back to him. “Why would you trust another Bane member with the knowledge of your home?” 
 
    “Don’t you trust him?” he asked her, looking through his wardrobe. 
 
    “Of course I do! But why would you?” 
 
    “He must be told the truth, Helena. I think I should be the one to tell him since it was my decision. After that, I don’t think he’ll be hunting Drakkons anymore.” 
 
    “Is that why you turned me? To stop the—”  
 
    “Oh, for hell’s sake, no,” he answered impatiently. “I did it because I didn’t want you to die, Helena.” He dropped his towel and reached for a fresh pair of boxer-briefs.  
 
    Helena’s gaze dipped and she felt herself blush to the roots.  
 
    “I’m sorry that changing you was the only way to keep you alive. But it was,” he said, pulling on a pair of jeans that fit to perfection. “Believe me, I know you hate Drakkon. You’ve made that clear since we met. And I know why.” He ripped a navy sweater from where it lay folded on a shelf and pulled it over his head. “Do you think this was easy for me, knowing you’d hate me even more?” 
 
    She shook her head. She didn’t know what to think. She only knew one thing. 
 
    She could fly. 
 
    She left the closet, and him. She didn’t want to talk anymore and, mostly, she didn’t want to fly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
          Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The trip down the mountainside in Garion’s Arctic Truck was every bit as nauseating as she’d suspected it would be. Twice, Helena thought they were going to tip over and they slid down much of the way. Garion appeared as calm as the surface of his heated pool. She guessed the ride took some getting used to. Like flying. She groaned a little. 
 
    Thankfully, the ride to Bodø was very pleasant. The weather was surprisingly beautiful and Garion had Mozart on his play list. She’d never been to Norway before and took in the scenery from the window, cupping the end of her single side-braid in her hand. The sun’s zenith lasted for about an hour, shining brightly on the sparkly, snow-covered everything. They traveled alongside a glistening fjord cutting through the high cliffs. They passed a small village, whose inhabitants barely looked up as the truck rode by. Helena saw a few women her age herding reindeer. She squealed at Garion and pointed at the animals. He nodded, but didn’t give the reindeer—or the pretty blond women—a second look.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, poking him in the arm. Her finger bounced off his bicep. “How can you not like Rudolph?” 
 
     “Who’s Rudolph?” 
 
    She looked at him as if he were too stupid to live another day. “The Red-Nosed Reindeer.”  
 
    “Oh,” he said, apparently realizing whom she meant. “Who said I don’t like him?” 
 
    “You didn’t even look.” 
 
    “I see them all the time. And not one of them back there had a red nose.” 
 
    She smiled, keeping her gaze on the view outside and not on him. “Did you see those girls?” 
 
    “Anja and Birgit?” 
 
    Now, she turned to look at him. He knew them then? 
 
    “Yes, Anja and Birgit. Are they friends of yours?” Was she jealous? No! She couldn’t be. She’d never been jealous in her life.  
 
    “I know their father, Bodin. His people are the indigenous Sami reindeer herders.” 
 
    “And his daughters?” 
 
    “They’re herders, too, both married. Though Bodin does have another daughter, Else, that he tried to fix me up with last summer.” 
 
    “Is that so?” she asked, wishing Bodin and his daughters would move away. What the hell was happening to her? He wasn’t some treasure she had any right to hoard. “What happened?” 
 
    “I was driving along this road and I came upon him. His cart had tipped over and all his goods were scattered on the ground. I stopped and helped him and he offered Else to me, explaining that Anja and Birgit already had husbands.” 
 
    “What a lovely story,” she drawled, feeling more angry than she had any right to be. “A guy offers his daughter to a man he doesn’t know. So, did you meet her?” 
 
    “No.” His smile irked her. He knew she was jealous and he was enjoying it. “I had no desire at the time for a wife.” 
 
    “At the time?” she asked, cursing her expectant breath. 
 
    “Things change.” 
 
    They certainly did. A few days ago she was a normal human being. She hummed along with Mozart for the remainder of the trip, pointing out various wildlife as they went. 
 
    As promised, after he parked the truck, he went to her side and held out his arms.  
 
    Unwilling to be carried around like a baby, though the idea of being cradled in his arms was not unpleasant, she motioned him to turn around and then hopped on his back, her legs coiled around his waist, her arms wrapped around his neck. 
 
    Some folks stared at him giving her a piggy-back around the mall, which, quite coincidentally sported a glass ceiling, but no one said anything. Garion explained that most Norwegians were private and noncompetitive, respectful of personal space. It was one of the main reasons he chose to live here. People minded their own business and didn’t ask questions.  
 
    They shopped for two hours, picking up boots for her first, and three other pairs of shoes she had admired. 
 
    “I can afford it,” was his only reply when she complained about him spending more on her than what she needed. 
 
    He was patient when she tried on a dozen sweaters with different pants, modeling all for him and not taking any of the advice he provided. He liked cashmere and cashmere blends while she preferred chunky cable knit. She made him laugh. Often. And it was quickly becoming the best part of the day. 
 
    By the time they sat down for lunch at a café in the mall, he’d spent nearly six hundred dollars on her, not including a five hundred dollar parka.  
 
    “If you’re trying to spoil me,” she told him following a brightly dressed waiter to a small table, “you should know that food is the way to my heart.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “I’ll remember that.” 
 
    He helped her out of her new coat and then proceeded to order everything on the menu, in the spoken language of Nynorsk, no less. 
 
    “I can speak every language,” he informed her when she stared at him in disbelief while he spoke to the waiter.  
 
    She didn’t believe it. Who the hell could speak every language? “How did you learn all of them?”   
 
    “I didn’t learn them,” he said with a shrug that strained the sweater across his shoulders. “I just knew them…like something instinctual, you know?” 
 
    She shook her head. No, she didn’t know. There was so much about him no one knew. “What else can you do?” 
 
    “Besides, fly, breathe fire, heal myself and others, alter anyone with Drakkon blood, read minds, and make the stars play music when I want to dance? Not much.” 
 
    She had to laugh. It was all so unbelievable! But he could do all those things. She’d seen him. She’d heard him. 
 
    “What can I do?” She didn’t really want to ask but she should know if people’s thoughts were going to start popping into her head.  
 
    “I don’t know how much Drakkon power you’ll possess, Helena,” he told her, reaching for her hand across the table. She let him take it, stunned that his simple touch could still make her tremble. “No one I’ve turned is alive to instruct us. After Marcus was altered into a man, he asked for his immortality to end, so we can’t—”  
 
    “Why?” she asked him, cutting him off. “Why did he ask for that?”  
 
    “Because he wanted to grow old and die with his wife.”  
 
    “How was his request granted? The Phoenix Amber?” 
 
    “Yes. It doesn’t work on me,” he added as if reading her thoughts right now. “I tried once, a long time ago when Thomas had the Amber.” 
 
    “What did you try to do?” 
 
    “Not to be Drakkon anymore,” He smiled at her shocked expression. “I was about seven and I remember wanting to be like my family. Normal. It’s hard when you’re a kid and the only one of your species left on earth.” 
 
    He seemed fine with it but it shook Helena. He’d been alone his whole life. 
 
    “Tell me about your family,” she said wanting to know more about the man who gave up his immortality for love. “Do you see them often? Is El in England with them?” 
 
    His initial hesitation to share anything about them passed with a smile and a deep breath. His trust in her warmed her bones—until she remembered that her Drakkon hunting days were over. 
 
    He’d found her. 
 
    “Yes, my sister is home. As for seeing them, I visit for holidays, mostly. I used to visit more before Marcus’ castle literally came under siege by The Bane two years ago. The Elders knew Marcus was hiding me. They didn’t let up. I figured it was best to stay away.” 
 
    So he basically lost his family because of what he’d done that night.  
 
    He told her about Ellie and that he’d visited her in New York two months ago. He shared memories with her of growing up with his sister and of his father, who was not too long ago, Drakkon. And his mother, who had always encouraged him to hold himself to the highest standard of moral code—even after his night of terror. 
 
    Helena smiled, thinking she would like Samantha Montgomery. “I must thank her for that if I ever meet her. I...” She shifted in her seat and looked around for the waiter. Where was their food? “…I actually met your father once, during that siege you mentioned.” 
 
    “You were there?” 
 
    She nodded, and then looked up at the waiters when they finally arrived with trays laden with various cheeses, meats, and breads…and wine. She sighed and cursed him again when he asked the waiters to take back the wine. It was poisonous to Drakkon, of which she was now one.  
 
    “We were camped just outside of the perimeter of the castle, looking for any sign of you,” she began. “Marcus came upon my group and took down seven men with nothing but his hands. When he stood before me, bloody from the faces he’d pummeled, I thought I was next.” 
 
    Garion shook his head. “My father would never—” 
 
    “He didn’t. He just looked at me with these incredible, merciless, blue-green eyes that almost made me pee my pants. He told me if he saw me again, he’d kill me. Scary guy.” 
 
    “He can be,” Garion agreed. “But he’s harmless, really. All bark, less bite.” 
 
    They talked more over blessed coffee and a slice of delicious, Cardamom cake. Helena told him about growing up in boarding schools with Jacob and how she’d often gotten into trouble because of him. And then later, when they lived with Hendrick and Jacob had become even more defiant. “He was unhappy and hid it behind a façade of carelessness. He hasn’t really changed.” Hell, she’d always known. He never seemed to be satisfied with life, as if something was missing for him. She pretended to believe the façade rather than look the truth in the eye. Her brother had a Drakkon heart. “I need to talk to my brother.” 
 
    “We’ll load up the bags,” Garion promised, “and then go find a public phone and call him.”  
 
    When it was time to leave, the waiters packed up four packages for them to take, including five pounds of coffee, for which Garion paid one hundred dollars.  
 
    “Is coffee that expensive here, or did you bribe them?” 
 
    He smiled then winked at her. “We needed coffee and you seem to like this brand well enough.” 
 
    She could have kissed him for being so thoughtful. Had she forgiven him? 
 
    Newly dressed, Helena didn’t need him to carry her back to the truck but when she saw the freshly fallen snow outside, she looked down at her new boots and then hopped up onto his back. 
 
    When he turned slightly, barely a stumble at her unexpected weight, she smiled. “My boots.” She held out her legs to show him. “Hand me that bundle from the café with those pretty biscuit things,” she pushed up and leaned over his shoulder trying to see into the bags he carried. 
 
    “The Skolebørd?” 
 
    She glanced at him. “Okay, sure.” 
 
    He held up his arm so she could rifle through the seven bags he carried in that hand. When she couldn’t find them and asked for his other arm, he strode toward a six-foot mound of shoveled snow and dumped her in it. 
 
    She lay there for a minute as disbelief turned into laughter. She gained her feet in no time, swiped the snow off her backside, and took off after him. 
 
    He’d dropped the bags in the snow sometime after he’d dropped her and then ran off. 
 
    She saw him duck behind a parked car. She hurried toward it and, without making a sound, lifted herself up on the trunk. Her heart beat frantically with the thrill of finding him and taking revenge.  
 
    He was crouched on the other side, waiting… She laughed silently into her hand and then lifted her arm to swipe all the accumulated snow from the roof and dump it on him. 
 
    She squealed with laughter, forgetting everything else while he shook the cold powder from him like an angry cat. She screamed a moment later when he appeared over her. He used his body to hold her securely atop the trunk while he held a large handful of snow over her face. 
 
    She warned him through tight lips not to do it, but he sprinkled some on her and she laughed and wriggled beneath him to be free. She tried to hold him back but when he dropped the snow and dipped his mouth to hers, she didn’t resist. 
 
    She molded to his searing, hot mouth, his tight body nestled between her legs. He tasted like desire and decadence. His tongue licked like a silken flame. His body tightened under her fingers. He pulled her up closer and closed his arms around her. She felt like she was falling, plummeting to the ground, but he was there to catch her. Enveloped in his arms, exploring his mouth, his body, nothing else mattered but him. 
 
    “Ehm,” Someone cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt but I’ll be needing my car.” 
 
    They broke apart and smiled, both appearing equally affected by their kiss, each offering apologies to the car owner. Helena’s lips still tingled as she slipped off the trunk and made her way back to the bags. Garion followed her, still smiling. 
 
    “Are we even then?” 
 
    He nodded and began picking up bags, neither one of them bringing up the passionate kiss they had shared. What was there to say? She’d never been kissed that way before and she was sure she wouldn’t be kissed that way in the future unless it was Garion kissing her. She wanted more, and that was why she had to keep resisting him. 
 
    She helped with the bags and was rewarded by finding the package of Skolebørd, that she began eating on the way back to the truck. Oh, what kind of custard delight was this? A sweet bun filled with raspberry jam and the most heavenly custard. The treat was topped with icing and grated coconut. 
 
    “Oh, Garion!” she said, handing him her bags to unload into the truck. “This is the best thing I’ve tasted yet.” Besides you. 
 
    He turned to her and smiled. I heard that. 
 
    She blushed and pushed him away. He didn’t even flinch. “Stop that, and try one of these!” 
 
    They found a public phone and made an overseas call to Jacob.  
 
    “Can’t you speak to him telepathically?” 
 
    “No,” he told her while Jacob’s phone rang in her ear. “There’s a maximum range of roughly two thousand miles.” 
 
    “Weird,” she said to him, then smiled when her brother picked up. “Jake, it’s me.” 
 
    “Helena! Where the hell are you! Gold contacts me—as a Drakkon—in my head and tells me you were shot and then I don’t hear another word for two days. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve—” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Norway, in the Børvasstindene Mountains. I’m okay, Jake, really.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re in trouble,” he breathed out. “You’re in trouble, Helena.”  
 
    Her heart pumped hard, sounding in her ears. “What is it? What’s happened?” 
 
    “What happened?” Garion tugged on the sleeve of her parka. She shook her head and held up her palm. 
 
    “The police are looking for you,” her brother told her. “They found your cell in Garion’s penthouse and they want to bring you in for questioning. There’s more. Aldric and Jarakan are in New York looking for you, as well. You know they have connections in the NYPD. They’ve seen the phone. They’ve seen the pictures you took of Garion.” 
 
    Her face drained of what little color she had. She looked up at Garion and bit her lip not to cry. What had she done? 
 
    “Helena?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered her brother numbly. 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Jeremy had transformed. Garion’s heart rumbled in his chest. He set free another Drakkon and this one was dangerous. This one could never be trusted. Garion had been careless with his blood. He should have remembered that he’d been stabbed by Helena’s gold knife. His blood had spilled. I should have killed him. 
 
    He was your friend, he heard Helena’s soothing reply in his head. 
 
    Was. 
 
    Garion still couldn’t absorb the full impact of Red’s betrayal. They’d grown up together. Red knew his family. Hell, Garion needed to call his father and make sure they were all safe.  
 
    Does he know about the villa? Helena asked him. 
 
    His heart sank and his blood boiled. He’d trusted Red. Yes, he knows. 
 
    “He got what he wanted,” Helena pointed out in a calm voice. “He has no reason to come looking for you.” 
 
    “I was the only one who could turn him and I’m the only one who can stop him now.” 
 
     “What are we going to do?” Helena asked, waiting while he dialed his father.  
 
    “We’re going to go home and if he shows up I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    She waited while he spoke to his father and then his mother. His family was safe. Both were worried about him, especially after he told them what had happened and that Helena White was with him. When Ellie got on the phone insisting that he let her come to Norway, it took him at least fifteen minutes to convince her to stay where she was. 
 
    They rode back to the villa, checking the sky on the way.  
 
    Even if Jeremy didn’t turn up at the villa, Garion knew he had to find his old friend. Red wanted to rule the sky. It was more difficult to do alone, but he could still enact enough destruction to bring The Bane back in full force. He didn’t want to kill Red but the fool was going to end up dead when the Elders discovered he was flying. The Elders. They were the ones Garion needed to deal with. Thanks to photos on Helena’s phone, they knew what he looked like. They knew he was alive and would double their efforts at finding him. And because of him, Helena was in grave danger, too. 
 
    He wanted to smash his fists into the dashboard. He wanted to rain fire down on them and end the hunt for him once and for all. He wanted to live…to live with Helena in peace.  
 
    When they reached the house, Garion carried the bags inside with her.  
 
    “All this glass won’t keep out a Drakkon,” she said, looking around. “Do you have any gold weapons?” 
 
    “I have me,” he told her. “That’s all the weapon I need.” 
 
    He went to his study, a cozy room toward the back of the villa. In it were lighted paintings from Van Gogh, Monet, and Rothko and Garion’s favorite treasure, his Charles Hollander chess set, with three hundred and twenty-five carats of black and white diamonds. But the true treasure, the only one like it in the world, was in his safe. He went to it, entered the combination, and pulled out a large, black stone. The seeing Onyx. 
 
    “Are these real?” Helena asked breathlessly, studying the paintings. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Your hoard.” 
 
    He looked up from studying the Onyx and smiled at her. Then, he set the stone down on his desk. The Onyx was part of Thomas’ treasure left to him. It revealed the location of any Drakkon in the sky. Red was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he wouldn’t come, preferring first to wreak a little havoc, as he liked to do as a man. 
 
    Garion left the study and went to the living room to look out the windows at the vast expanse before him. He should have stayed hidden, away from the world. Helena would still be human and Jeremy wouldn’t be a Drakkon. He turned when she came to stand beside him.  
 
    “I’m sorry for everything,” he told her, returning his gaze to the mountains. “But I would do it again to save you.” When she moved closer, he took her hand and brought it to his lips. “I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “I know,” she answered softly.  
 
    He smiled against her knuckles. “Have I regained your trust then?” 
 
    “That depends.” She graced him with a playful smirk. “Is there anything else you haven’t told me?” 
 
    His smile faded. Hell, he should have told her sooner. How would he tell her now?  
 
    Sensing his unease, she pulled her hand free. “What? Are you kidding me, Garion? What else? What more can there possibly be?” 
 
    He stepped away from the window and away from her. “It’s about our fathers.” He raked his fingers through his hair and gathered himself before he spoke again. He should have told her sooner but he would never put his father in danger. But he trusted Helena…and more. “Marcus was Drakkon. He’d been Drakkon for centuries, but a man for only, I don’t know, a month maybe, at the time.” 
 
    “At what time?” she asked on an uneven breath, wrapping her arms around herself. Garion longed to comfort her. He’d brought danger, fear, and uncertainty into her life and he wanted to make it right. But how? He had to begin with the truth. 
 
    “When your father took what belonged to him. When he kidnapped Marcus’ wife…Marcus’ treasure. She was everything to him and he would have given anything to save her. But he refused to give me.” 
 
    # 
 
    “There was one very big obstacle in the way,” Garion continued. “Simion the Red. Marcus couldn’t fight Simion as a man…so I—” 
 
    Helena stared at him, stunned at what he was telling her. Now, it felt as if her eyes were truly open. A Drakkon had killed her father, but it wasn’t the Gold and it wasn’t the Red. “You re-altered Marcus and he killed my father.” 
 
    “Yes,” he told her the truth, shedding light on everything. “After your father shot him with a gold-tipped arrow and had almost killed Samantha. Marcus lived by transforming back into a man a moment before the arrow struck. He used the Phoenix Amber for the second time and gave up most of his Drakkon power.” 
 
    “Most?” 
 
    “He can still use telepathy.” 
 
    “You never told me.” 
 
    “And put my father at risk if you told the Elders? They don’t know.” 
 
    “And you trust me now not to tell them?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to make of it. Or how to feel about it. She knew more about Garion than anyone else did. He’d let her into his world, not by pulling her into his claws, but by letting the tower surrounding him crumble. She could hand him right over to the Elders with enough evidence to cost him his life. He knew that. But she wasn’t going to and he knew that, too. He’d let her into his private life, trusting her to keep it that way. He’d never been anything but open and honest, even when it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Despite him turning her, she trusted him, as well. He hadn’t done it to refill the sky with Drakkon. He’d done it because she was dying and he’d wanted to save her life. 
 
    She looked out the window, at the sky—home of Drakkon and wiped a tear that had fallen from her eye. “Was my father really so terrible that he would transform a Drakkon and try to kidnap a woman so he could kill a child?” She lifted her gaze to his. “Is that the truth, Garion?” 
 
    “It is,” he told her in a deep tone warm with tenderness. “It’s the truth, though it gives me no satisfaction to tell you.” 
 
    “My family has always taught me that my father was some kind of champion for mankind. It made continuing his mission feel like some kind of heroic duty. Now, to find out there was no mission at all but to return to the sky—it’s so hard to believe.” 
 
    “I know. We could go to England if you’d like and you can speak with my mother, with Marcus, too. I’m sure he won’t put a finger to you. He’ll tell you everything he knows about your father—and the Elders.” 
 
    Maybe she should. She wanted to hear everything, no matter how hard it was to swallow. 
 
    “After that,” he continued, “I’ll go to Jarakan with you and make him tell you the truth.” 
 
    “No!” she cried, taking his hand again. “The Elders will kill you, Garion! I won’t let you go!”  
 
    He pulled her into his arms and, against every logical, reasonable thought in her head, her heart told her it was right. The walls she’d built around him for fourteen years had come crumbling down and he came out like a ray of light brightening her dull, drab life.  
 
    Sensuality deepened the color of his eyes and curled his mouth. “You worry over me. Even now?” 
 
    After he and his father practically wiped out her entire family. After he turned her into a Drakkon. Even now. 
 
    “I’ve grown accustomed to eating all my meals with you.”  
 
    “Good,” he said in a deep, throaty tone that made her muscles ache, “because I’d like to continue the tradition.” 
 
    For what…? she probed with a tilt of her lips, like forever?  
 
    Yes, forever, he answered, leaning down to kiss her. 
 
    She was aware of nothing but the full impact he had on her senses. His size enveloped her like smoke, making her feel drunk with wine. She loved kissing him, breathing him. He smelled good, too, like fresh morning air. Pressed close in his arms with his mighty heart beating hard against her, she felt as if she were made of hundreds of millions of wicks, and he was igniting them all.  
 
    When he broke their kiss to bend over her and slip one arm under her knees, she didn’t resist being swept off her feet and carried to his bedroom. She surrendered willingly. She knew she never really had a chance. She was his life mate. She had to be. 
 
    I feared you’d never forgive me for all I’ve done. His languid voice blew across her thoughts as he set her on his enormous bed. I understand why you wouldn’t. 
 
    I do, she said kicking off her boots. 
 
    He sat next to her and looked deep into her eyes. “But I turned you, Helena. I made you what you hate. How can you forgive me for that?” 
 
    She hadn’t asked herself that question yet. But the answer didn’t take long when he did. She kneeled on the mattress so their gazes were level. “Take off your socks and boots.” After he did what she’d asked, she pulled him in closer and then pushed him down gently. When she had him lying down, she straddled him, pulled her sweater over her head and tossed it aside. “Because, all my life, I thought of you as an unfeeling monster, fiery and furious, but that isn’t who you are. You are a thoughtful and considerate man, guarded and understandably untrusting, unruffled by my most beguiling smile.” 
 
    “Oh, I am beguiled,” he assured her on a low, male growl, his gaze shifting from her face to her breasts as they came free from her bra.  
 
    She loved the way his gaze took her in as if she were desired above all else. He made her feel like she was, giving no other women any serious attention. “A monster wouldn’t care if I was cold and bring me to a wonderful hot spring,” she said, lifting his sweater over his sculpted torso, “or cover me with his wing, or hold me naked in his arms without taking full advantage of my weakened state.” She smiled at him, pulling his sweater away from his arms when he lifted them over his head. She feasted her eyes on him and hurled his sweater over her shoulder. “The truest test of your heart though, is reflected in your gentleness with the most delicate of creatures.” 
 
    With Carina, she told him, capturing and stopping his much bigger hands when they reached for her. Leaning across his chest, his flesh hot on her nipples, she returned his hands over his head. With me when you are Drakkon. She ran her palms over the smooth muscles of his arms. She pressed her mouth to his, relishing the taste of him in her mouth, the breadth of his chest against her breast, the strength of his thighs between hers. 
 
    I forgive you, Garion, because of why you changed me, she told him as he closed his thick arms around her. To save my life. 
 
    He withdrewto gaze at her. “And because I love you, Helena. I did it because you meanmore than everything I have, more than anything I could ever want.”  
 
    She smiled while her heart melted all over him. “So, it’s forever then?” 
 
    # 
 
    Garion dipped his mouth to her nipple. She lay beneath him, stripped bare by his slightly awkward fingers. He drank of her and licked her delectable body until he grew as taut as one of her violin strings.  
 
    She was listening in and cast him a seductive smile.  
 
    This was a bad idea. What if he turned? But he couldn’t stop himself. He wanted her. He wanted to delight in her scent, her skin, her surrender. The most primal part of him stirred from slumber and fevered his desire. A thought passed fleetingly across his thoughts. What if they had a child? What would he be unleashing on the world? 
 
    It’s covered, she answered proving she connected with him without even a push. I’m on birth control. 
 
    Still, he lamented. I don’t think we should. Something could happen. 
 
    She shook her head and coiled her arms around his neck. It won’t. When her legs wrapped around his waist next, he tightened his jaw and ground out a moan. He tried to think of a million other things while he lowered himself into her, but her tight, little groan and her even tighter sheath beckoned him to unleash himself upon her. He wasn’t sure which sensation was more satisfying, her soft, inviting body beneath him, or his cock in flames inside her. Both, he decided with another slick thrust.  
 
    The urge to toss back his head and breathe fire stopped him from moving. Nostrils flaring, he held back the Drakkon. 
 
    “Look at me, Garion.” Her voice in his ears drew him back. He set his fiery eyes on her and sensed a thread of fear in her. She didn’t look away though. “Do I feel good?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and tightened his jaw. “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a man. All man,” she said moving her hands languidly down his arms, across his shoulders then down his back to his hips. And more. “Drakkon doesn’t feel this. Do you want to stop?” 
 
    “No.” And he didn’t. Twice, the urge to bite her somewhere, anywhere halted his movements. But the temptation to turn grew less frequent and, soon, every thrust drove back the Drakkon and presented the man, hard and big enough to tear her in half. Her snug, hot embrace and the look of pure ecstasy made him cum three times. The first time he came, he thought he felt a scale or two puncturing his back. He didn’t want to be Drakkon. Not now, at least. 
 
    He didn’t know how much stamina was normal for a man, but when Helena marveled at his sustained erection while she pushed him up and on his knees and perched herself on it, he was glad he wasn’t done in so easily. 
 
    She clamped her thighs around him and he held her up with the power in his thighs. He let her ride him and suckled from her breasts while she rode him to climax. He watched her swing back her glorious mane, her eyes clamped, her lips parted with gasps as she tightened her grip on him.  
 
    He felt it bubbling up in her and his eyes shot open. She was going to turn! 
 
    He hurried off the bed with her still attached and ran to the sliding doors. He pulled them open and stepped into the wind a moment before she turned, bursting from his arms. He watched her from the terrace for a moment, taking in the radiance of her pearly-white scales and sleek, spiked head.  
 
    When she flapped more wildly, her great, sapphire eyes growing larger with panic, he turned instantly and flew to her. 
 
    Stay with me, my love, he begged softly, enclosing her in his wings. Fly with me.  
 
    He didn’t let her go but spiraled upward with her, wrapping his long, spaded tail around hers. He snapped his fangs at her. She snapped hers back. Washed in the exhilaration of approaching the crystal clear Milky Way, and in the music falling down from the stars, they danced the dance of the ancients, cleaving together and becoming one. 
 
    Later, back in his bed and clutching her in his arms, Garion thought about how he was going to keep her safe from what was to come. It was his fault she was in danger—from Red and from the Elders—and the others who would come after him next. 
 
    “They will all want my blood,” he whispered into her hair. 
 
    “How many are there?” she asked against his neck. 
 
    “The Elders, The Bane, the descendants, people I thought I could trust. More than we can fight off.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to live half a life, Garion,” she told him, kissing his chest. “And I promise you can trust me.” 
 
    He felt his heart well up with love for her and kissed her forehead, then her eyelids when she tilted her beautiful face to his. He ran his knuckles over her cheek then through her hair. His lips found hers and he kissed her. He’d found his life mate in Patrick White’s daughter. What would their families think? 
 
    When she climbed on top of him, his cock sprang to life and his thoughts fled his brain. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Helena came awake and swept her hand over the bed. When she found herself in it alone, she opened her eyes. The room was dark. Had they slept all day? No wonder she was so hungry. 
 
    She heard a sound near the sliding doors and looked that way as the blue hour approached. She saw his masterful frame silhouetted against the dusky twilight, looking out toward the stars.   
 
    She left the bed and moved forward then and grimaced at the dull ache between her legs. He didn’t tire and she wasn’t complaining. She remembered what he’d told Jeremy as she came up behind him. He resisted the temptation to turn every day. She could feel it and her Drakkon had just been awakened. How much more difficult was it for him?  
 
    “Go,” she urged coming to stand beside him. “Go fly. I’ll make us breakfast and then we’ll get tickets to one of your islands and get the hell away from all this.” 
 
    He put his arm around her shoulder and drew her under it. “I’ll get my family to Tahiti. You and Jacob will fly to Fiji with Carina. I’ll meet up with you there.” 
 
    She turned her head up to look at him. “It’s both endearing and insulting that you think I’d let you go before the Council alone.” 
 
    “Helena, I—” 
 
    “Shh, my love.” She lifted her index finger to his lips. “They’ll never find us in Fiji. They don’t have me. Now, go fly. Give the Drakkon his time.” 
 
    He stared down at her in disbelief. “Give the Drakkon his time? Since when have you sympathized with the Drakkon?” 
 
    “He’s not so bad. He reacted to Thomas’ death the same way you did—but with more power. You were just a boy, Garion. You aren’t a monster and you’re nothing like Red.” 
 
    “Come with me,” he beckoned. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I need to learn to control it in times like this. Go, and get reacquainted with yourself.” 
 
    He kissed her then pulled on the doors and stepped out. For a moment she wanted to call him back and take him back to bed. When he transformed, she wondered if she’d ever get used to seeing him shoot across the sky.   
 
    She thought about flying with him, mating with him as Drakkon. The flight had been indescribable. The lure of the stars was strong, new in her veins. Being wrapped in his wings while music played throughout the heavens was exhilarating. She could understand the pull of it being overwhelming. Madly enough, she wanted to return.  
 
    She shook her head at the madness of it all and lingered at the window to watch him fly across the blue and gold horizon.  
 
    The Bane was going to come after him. The Elders would never stop. She understood the threat Garion presented to them. If he filled the sky with Drakkon then, sooner or later, in order to survive among the mighty, Jarakan and the other Elders would be forced to go to him and be altered. But why wouldn’t they want that? It was the only way they could be men and Drakkon, together. Why the hell would they be against that? They wouldn’t. They wanted his blood for the same reason her father wanted it. They wanted him dead so they’d be in control and command over who gets transformed. 
 
    They would never agree to a deal. Now that they knew he existed, thanks to her and the stars, and now that they had pictures of him, thanks solely to her, they’d triple their efforts to find and kill him.  
 
    Weighted by the knowledge that she’d put him in so much danger, she wiped a tear from her cheek and knew what she had to do. They were going to see the Elders together. She would arrange it. And then she’d kill them all. 
 
    Garion? 
 
    Yes, Helena? 
 
    I’m coming with you to see Jarakan. You won’t stop me. 
 
    Helena— 
 
    Garion, I’m in love with you and I’m not going to Fiji without you. 
 
    Silence met her declaration and amplified the sounds of his wings as he returned and landed on the terrace. He slid open the doors and went to her, his naked body drenched in sunlight.  
 
    “What was that I heard?” he asked, narrowing his eyes on her and letting his smile creep over his inviting mouth. 
 
    “I’m not going to Fiji without you.” Her body ached to have him, to be near him. She stepped forward and into his arms. 
 
    “Before that,” he said in a silky tone above her. 
 
    She tilted her face up to look at him and smiled playfully. “Oh, that. I’m in love with you.”  
 
    He stepped away from her. His smile vanished. “What?” 
 
    Helena stared at him. Was he talking to her?  
 
    He answered her silent question a moment later. It’s your brother. 
 
    Jacob? 
 
    He’s here. In Bodø. We have to get him. Now. 
 
    Her blood drained. Jacob was here? Why? He knew Jeremy was after them. Oh, Jacob, you idiot! What the hell are you doing here? 
 
    Helena? Her brother’s voice loomed in her head. How am I hearing you? 
 
    Oh, no! What had she done? She’d used telepathy on him. A Drakkon trait she now possessed! This wasn’t how she wanted Jacob to find out! 
 
    Through me, Garion told him, letting her listen. That seemed to mollify Jacob for now.  
 
    She smiled and mouthed the words thank you at him. Her lips tightened when she returned her thoughts to her brother. How did you know where to find us? 
 
    You told me you were in the Børvasstindene Mountains. 
 
    I didn’t think you’d show up! Garion wanted to pay for your ticket, but not with Red on the loose! What if he shows up here? 
 
    You’re my sister. You were shot and then kidnapped by a Drakkon and now the one who shot you is also a Drakkon—and you didn’t think I’d come? Now, it’s cold and Carina is unfortunately suffering the worst of it. When can I expect you? 
 
    Twenty minutes. Garion scowled and broke the connection. He padded back to the bedroom in silence. Helena followed him.  
 
    “Jacob shouldn’t have come,” she said, slipping on her boots. She knew Garion was angry, worried. “He shouldn’t have brought her knowing there would possibly be danger.” 
 
    “I wish he hadn’t,” he agreed. “But it’s an admirable trait that he would fly so far to protect you from something he could never fight.” 
 
    She smiled. Yes, it was. She kissed him and left the room with him hot on her heels.  
 
    # 
 
    They found Jacob where they told him to meet. The moment Helena saw him, she forgot why she was angry with him. He was here with them. Really, it was the safest place he could be. She went to him smiling and stepped into his arms.  
 
    He pulled back. “Your wound.” 
 
    “Jake, he healed me. It’s as if it never happened. Look.” She pulled her coat and the sweater beneath it up over her belly. “Nothing.” 
 
    Jacob looked up at Garion standing behind her, reunited with his cat. “Thank you.” 
 
    Garion nodded and led them back to the truck. On the way up the fells, she told them her new theory about the Elders and why they wanted Garion dead. They had to be stopped or the hunt wouldn’t end.  
 
    “So we kill them?” Jacob asked her. 
 
    She turned around in her seat to look at him and nodded regretfully. “Or take the chance of them getting Garion’s essence and starting their own Drakkon army.” 
 
    Garion caught Jacob staring at him through the rearview mirror and shrugged his shoulders. This was a new side of Helena he hadn’t seen before.  
 
    “Killing someone isn’t as easy as you think it is,” he told her. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s easy. I think it’s necessary. And you forget, I was trained in ways to kill since I was seven and we went to live with Hendrick.” 
 
    “We were trained to kill Drakkon, not people,” her brother said. 
 
    “Evil is evil.” 
 
    “Fiji or Tahiti?” 
 
    She lifted her gaze to Garion. Her heart fluttered in her chest. “What?” 
 
    “I’ll go with you. We’ll get on a plane tonight. The three of us. Jacob, do you want to mingle with some natives?” 
 
    “Hell, yes.” 
 
    “Let’s forget the Elders and disappear together, Helena.” 
 
    “But what if they find you?” 
 
    He turned to flash his dimples at her. “They won’t. They don’t have you.” 
 
    “That’s true,” her brother said from the back. “If it wasn’t for Helena, they wouldn’t even know about Marcus Aq—” 
 
    The idiot shut his mouth when Helena glared at him over her seat. But it was too late. 
 
    Garion blew out an exhalation. “Let’s keep that from my father.” 
 
    Yes. She glared at Jacob again but he was too busy taking in the sight of the villa up ahead. He barely said another word while he swept inside it, commenting on the beauty of the view from every window, at every angle. He paused at some of the art and found his way into the study where Garion’s truest treasures were. Garion, of course, followed him, with Carina tucked into the crook of his arm.  
 
    “You’re loaded,” he muttered to Garion, examining a Van Gogh. He came to a horizontal glass cabinet Helena hadn’t noticed before. Inside was an arrow with what looked like a golden tip. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
    “An arrow my father pulled from himself.” 
 
    Helena knew it was her father’s arrow. How was she going to tell Jacob who killed their father?  
 
    “Why don’t we have some hot chocolate?” Garion offered and led her brother out. “Or coffee. We have dessert from—” He looked at her over her brother’s shoulder. “Do we have any dessert left?” 
 
    She reached out to pinch him but missed. “I haven’t touched it. But you’ll understand why he would think I ate it all when you taste it, Jake.” 
 
    They left him in the main room looking out the windows and met in the kitchen. 
 
    # 
 
    Garion immediately took hold of her and pulled her in. “Don’t worry, I’ll still love you when you’re twice your size.” He cupped her ass in both hands and squeezed while he bent to kiss her. 
 
    “Keep me exerted and it won’t matter what I eat.” 
 
    He smiled and nibbled on her lip. “That, I promise to do.” 
 
    He heard Carina hiss and speed past the kitchen. Something was wrong. 
 
    “Jacob?” he called out. 
 
    “Garion!” he shouted. “You better get in here!” 
 
    Garion sped from the kitchen in time to see the Red one-armed Drakkon flying into the eastern wall, shattering glass everywhere. Long, black claws closed around Jacob and blood spurted out of five different puncture wounds. Helena screamed. 
 
    Garion wasn’t going to give Red any time to do anymore damage. Running, he changed and flapped his wings. His back feet lifted off the floor and, with the power of his wings behind him, he rammed them into Red and clamped his teeth around Red’s scaled neck. Both Drakkon plunged out the window. They were falling. Wings tangled. Teeth snapping. 
 
    Garion! Jacob! 
 
    Knowing he had to finish this quickly, he looked into his old friends eyes. I’m sorry, Red. You left me no choice. 
 
    He pulled back his arrow-tipped tail and then buried it in Red’s softer underbelly. 
 
    The wounded Drakkon wailed and rolled its head in agony, and then flew off. Garion didn’t give chase. He’d punctured Red with the pure gold elements in his tall. Let him go off someplace alone to die. 
 
    He raced back to the villa and was horrified to find Helena on her knees, leaning over her brother. 
 
    Hurrying to them, Garion felt Jacob’s throat for a pulse. It was faint, but he was alive. 
 
    “I can help him, but—” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    He looked at her. “He’ll be Drakkon, Helena.” 
 
    “Good, then he’ll be alive and happy. Do it, please, Garion.” 
 
    “Get me a knife.” 
 
    She leaped to her feet and returned an instant later with a knife. He held the edge to his hand and slid it across his flesh. Blood poured free and dripped down his palm. He placed it over one of Jacob’s open wounds. 
 
    What was he doing creating another one? He felt his essence and healing power seeping from him and into Jacob. He looked at Helena heedlessly swiping at her tears. His path had already been set. He couldn’t turn back now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
     Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Garion said, dressed and staring at the broken window in his living room. The sun had gone down hours ago. The villa was freezing. Jacob and Carina might not make it through the night.  
 
    “He’s doing well,” Helena said at his side. She turned to look up at him, offering him solace in the twilight blue of her eyes.  
 
    She rattled his logic until every concern felt like foolishness to his heart. He smiled, breathless by her grace and mad with desire for more of her. His blood singed his veins every time he saw her, thought of her. He wanted an eternity with her. She made him happy in every possible way. From the first time they met, being with her felt comfortable and easy—like he finally fit somewhere.  
 
    He’d crisp anyone who got in the way of their destiny. 
 
    “He needs a few more hours,” he told her, holding her close. “His wounds were serious. He needs a little more time before he can travel.” 
 
    “No,” came a voice from the wide archway. “I don’t.” 
 
     They separated immediately and both turned to look at Jacob. He was standing unaided, dressed in clothes from Garion’s closet, and Carina perched on his shoulder—at which Garion couldn’t help but scowl. 
 
    “You should be in bed recovering,” he told Jacob. 
 
    “No,” her brother argued. “I should be in Fiji or Tahiti recovering.” 
 
    Well, will we tell him that he’s Drakkon? 
 
    Garion felt his shoulders grow tense. He didn’t think Jacob would hate him for the chance to fly. His stomach tightened in a knot because now there were three. Not yet. 
 
    “So where’s it going to be folks?” Jacob asked, holding up his hands. “And on the way to the airport, you two can tell me what’s going on between you…and why, when I came awake, did I have the urge to eat Carina?” 
 
    Garion ground his teeth and reached him in two strides to snatch his cat away.  
 
    “Fiji,” Helena interjected when it looked as if her brother were about to protest Carina’s departure. 
 
    He was about to, Garion discovered, probing Jacob’s thoughts. Possessiveness was one of Drakkon’s strongest instincts. Garion knew it as fact. He didn’t care who Jacob was or what instincts were being awakened.  
 
    “She is mine,” he said on a muffled growl. They both are, he added turning back to smile at Helena. “Fiji it is then.”  
 
    “You slept with him?” Jacob blurted at her.  
 
    “What?” Helena asked in a high-pitched, guilty voice. Her eyes darted to Garion, who quickly looked away. She picked up one of the pillows on his sofa and flung it at him. “Really, Garion?” 
 
    “Kind of hypocritical, don’t you both think?” Jacob asked, tempting Garion to send him back to bed from a fist to the guts. 
 
    “It’s different,” Garion said. He’d let his own Drakkon instincts take over for a moment, turning what he and Helena were into something less honorable and now he would rectify it. 
 
    “How is it different?” her brother asked him. 
 
    “I love her, Jacob,” Garion told him, softening his smile on her. “She’s my life mate.” 
 
    “Oh,” her brother muttered, growing serious. “Congratulations?” 
 
    Right. Garion thought. Obstacles. Logic. 
 
    They are nothing compared to you, Gold. 
 
    He looked at her, knowing his heart was in his eyes and not caring who saw it. 
 
    “Hey,” Jacob said, moving toward them…and then past them toward the window. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “What?” Helena asked. 
 
    Listening, Garion heard it—the whirl of helicopter blades in the distance. More than one. Were they coming closer? 
 
    They were! 
 
    Jarakan of the Ninth. He sent out a probe and turned to Helena at the same time. “Get your things and get Carina.” 
 
    Garion of the Twenty-first. The voice sounded only slightly older than Garion’s and far haughtier.  
 
    How did you find me?  
 
    Easy. Once we found Helena White’s phone and the photo of you entering the apartment building where that same night some kind of beast, that had apparently lived there, escaped from the skylight. After that, finding your name was easy as was finding your one-armed friend. We had one of our own inject him with a tiny tracking device while he was in the hospital. It took a little time to get here, but here we finally are, meeting at last. 
 
    Garion held his finger to his lips and let Helena and Jacob listen in while they prepared to leave. 
 
    We haven’t met yet and, if you value your life, we won’t. Turn around and go back. Leave me alone and I’ll never return. Jeremy Redmond is dead. Step foot on the ground and suffer the same fate. The choice is yours. 
 
    Jarakan laughed in his head. Your house will be surrounded in less than a minute. Surrender yourself or be shot and taken. 
 
    Garion ended the connection with Helena and her brother and sent his next thought to Jarakan alone. Come on, then.  
 
    There was only one way to end this. Garion sensed four Elders and at least thirty men, probably Bane. Jacob might be walking but he wasn’t ready to fight. Even with Helena at his side, Garion didn’t believe they’d get out alive. 
 
    There was only one way. 
 
    “Helena,” he said taking her by the arms as she moved toward the garage and the truck inside. “It’s too late. They’re already upon us. We won’t get far in the truck.” 
 
    She set down her bag at the door. “Okay, then let’s fight.”  
 
    He wanted to smile, to lift her off her feet and off the earth and take her to the stars. “Do you love me, Helena?” 
 
    “Yes, why are you asking me?” 
 
    “I need you to swear on that love that you won’t follow me.” 
 
    Garion! What are you going to do? 
 
    Promise me, love. I’ll get us out of this but I can’t do it if I’m worried about you flying—or getting shot. Please, do as I ask. 
 
    I can’t. 
 
    You must. 
 
    He waited for her answer while the helicopters hovered over the house. 
 
    “Okay! I promise!” She shouted at him and then immediately began to cry when he leaped out the broken window. 
 
    # 
 
    He flew upward, high above the helicopters, until Helena could no longer see him. Two pilots tried to turn in the air and almost crashed into each other. He returned an instant later, diving from the stars. Drawing back his long neck, he opened his mouth and fire issued forth, lighting up the heavens, the Drakkon, and the men burning in two helicopters. 
 
    Helena felt her stomach tighten at the same memory that haunted her for fourteen years, coming back to life.  
 
    Two more helicopters approached from the west, another from the south. He swooped low and swiped his enormous tail, knocking one aircraft into the mountain wall. Four more appeared from the east. 
 
    Helena’s heart hammered. Could he fight them all off? How much fire did he have? 
 
    “He’s even more astounding than I remember,” Jacob whispered somewhere to her left. “How can I see him in the dark, Helena?” 
 
    She took her eyes off Garion for an instant and looked at her brother. “Because to save you he had to turn you. I told him to do it. I begged him.” 
 
    “I’m…Drakkon?” 
 
    She nodded, hoping he wasn’t about to flip out.  
 
    “Then what the hell am I doing standing around? He needs help.” He waited a moment then tugged her sleeve. “How do I do it? How do I change?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want us to turn, Jacob. Being Drakkon is precarious. You can change back at any time and plummet to the earth.” 
 
    He was silent while she watched the battle going on outside, her face lit by the exploding helicopters. 
 
    Did you fly, Helena? he asked in her head, above the noise, proving he understood, at least, that part of his new power. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    How was it? 
 
    Thrilling. 
 
    Garion used his tail to take down two more choppers. When he followed up with a blast from his inferno, lighting up the sky, something caught Helena’s eye to the left. 
 
    A glint of light. Fire flashing off metal. Gold! 
 
    Her frantic gaze found a man leaning out of the side of one of the choppers. In his arm, a bow, and nocked in it, a gold-tipped arrow. 
 
    Garion hadn’t seen him. 
 
    No! 
 
    The arrow flew and found its mark through Garion’s scales. His giant body swayed and his wings flapped vigorously while Helena screamed and ran to the window. Garion. No. She felt the change. She closed her eyes and let it come then. Refusing to be afraid, she spread her wings and flew out the window. 
 
    They killed him. They killed him. Fury boiled her blood, hot, scalding fire. She sped on the wind, hunting for the helicopter with the man who’d shot Garion. They would all die, but he’d be first. When she found him, she opened her mouth and sent a steady stream of flames through the sky. She watched the propellers burn and the chopper go down. Then she continued on to the next.  
 
    You let him turn you, Helena. 
 
    She heard Jarakan’s voice and looked around at the dark sky. You killed him. I’m coming for you. You’ll never get his blood. 
 
    She listened, trying to sense where he was. Her heart ached to go to Garion, to hold him again. 
 
    Something flew by her. She looked down the side of the fell and found the Elders and six hunters. They were shooting at her. She felt a prick and looked down her blood-stained scales. A gold bullet.  
 
    So, she would die with her life mate then. 
 
    She began to fall, but she wasn’t afraid. She’d been loved by a man with a Drakkon heart. As she fell, her eye caught the light from another blast of fire burning the Elders and the others to cinders. 
 
    She tried to focus on Jacob’s wide, beautiful, white wings coming toward her. 
 
    # 
 
    Helena opened her eyes and looked around. She was in Garion’s bed. His bed. Her heart faltered thinking of him. She could smell him on the sheets. He was gone, shot with a—Wait. Wasn’t she shot, too? Why was she still alive? She sat up. It was still night. If she was hit with gold and was still alive… 
 
    Garion? 
 
    When no answer came, she covered her face in her hands and wept. How? How could he be gone? Where was his body? The Elders didn’t get it, did they? 
 
    Someone’s fingers touched her hand. She shot back, startled and then caught her breath. 
 
    Garion bent to her, looking very much alive and quite happy to see her. How? She didn’t care! She flung her arms around his neck and wept some more when he closed his arms around her and pulled her into his strong, familiar embrace. 
 
    “I thought you were dead. I saw you get shot with a golden arrow!” 
 
    “I know. Apparently gold doesn’t kill gold Drakkons. You were shot, too. How do you feel?” 
 
    How did she feel? Her life mate just sat on the bed, alive and more beautiful than ever before. She was elated! Thankful!  
 
    “You healed me again?” 
 
    “I didn’t have to. You did it yourself.” 
 
    Hmmm, maybe being a Drakkon wasn’t so bad, after all, she thought as he kissed her. She had him to fly with, to live out the next several centuries with. She couldn’t wait to begin. 
 
    In Fiji. 
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