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This ebook is licensed for the original buyer only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people at sharing sites, loops, discussion boards or through other means. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

The Author of this Book has been granted permission by S.E. Smith to use the copyrighted characters and/or worlds created by S.E. Smith in this Book; all copyright protection to the characters and/or worlds of Magic, New Mexico are retained by S.E. Smith.

Author’s Note to Readers: This novel was originally published by Kindle Worlds. This edition has been reedited, reformatted, and updated with an unbranded cover but has not been substantially altered. 

About Silver Bound:

A heroine burned by magic...a hero who burns only for her.

Nadia Silver’s escape from indenture in the world of Tarakona leads her through a portal to Magic, New Mexico. A rare silver dragon shifter, she hopes to find a place where she will be safe from the wizards who would exploit her gifts.

Barnabas Courtier, a wizard without a dragon of his own, joined the Dragon Liberation Front when he heard of the seizure of a magnificent silver dragon – a dragon who has the power to turn the tide for the DLF. He has made freeing her his personal mission. Barnabas is shocked when he discovers not only has the silver dragon freed herself, but she has disappeared from the Tarakonan dimension. Determined to ensure her safety, his quest leads him to the world of Earth and the town of Magic.

Once in Magic, nothing goes according to Barnabas’s careful plans. Nadia isn’t the beautiful innocent of his dreams. She’s strong, passionate, and determined to resist everything he offers her – even love. How can a wizard convince a silver dragon to return to a world where she’s hunted when she’s found a place where she fits right in? And can he protect her from those who would enslave her once again?

Acknowledgements:

Thank you to Cheryl, Lori, Cathy, and Leslie for listening to my ideas, beta reading for me, and urging me to finish the dang thing. Ten or twenty thumb’s up (I’m borrowing thumbs) to Susan Smith and the writers and other folks in the Magic, New Mexico group who had all these fantastic ideas and joined together to put them into print. Thank you mostest of all to Dana, who imagined with me and joked with me and worked with me to write two stories of twin silver dragons and all the magic inside them. Also, Dana, ‘mostest’ tries to autocorrect itself to moistest, so you know what that makes you, right? 

About Magic, New Mexico

Imagine The Worlds of Magic, New Mexico... A series that brings together outstanding paranormal and science fiction authors to expand a town where witches, aliens, vampires, werewolves, goblins, sorceresses, pirates, time travelers, and paranormal live in harmony - when they aren’t joining forces to defeat the bad guys. A magical town where being abnormal is the norm!

I’m S.E. Smith, the creator of Magic, New Mexico and I invite you to curl up with each book now and discover all the action, the magic, and the love that makes Magic, New Mexico the ultimate go-to series for Paranormal / Science Fiction Romance readers.

For all the stories, go to MagicNewMexico.com/books/. Grab your copy today!
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Dimension: Tarakona

Date: About a week ago

Barnabas Courtier knocked three times on the door near the end of the rubbishy alley between Valiant City’s sketchiest purveyor of enchanted marital aids and a tavern of some sort. Loud music and revelry from the tavern indicated that the Night of the Grape celebration was in full swing. After a pause, Barnabas knocked again, examining his gloves to see if the soot-covered door had left a mark. Clearly a fire had raged in this alley at some point, but not long enough to cleanse it. 

Clunks and rattles behind the door indicated a response would soon ensue. The door cracked open, and a dirty, hairy face peered out at him. “Whozit?”

“I believe the password is the cow lows at midnight,” he said. “It is the Night of the Grape, and I’m here for Mistress Harcourt.”

“She’s not in,” the elderly man said. “Go away.”

How could she not be in? This was the night—the night toward which he and Mistress Harcourt had been planning for over a year.

“Check again.” He allowed a talisman to fall through the neck of his unbuttoned greatcoat, in hopes of intimidating the man with the sign of his wizard status.

“Don’t have to,” the man said. “Never heard of nobody by that name.”

Everyone in Valiant Province and beyond had heard of Mistress Harcourt. This poor human was addled. Or deceitful. Barnabas was leaning toward deceitful. “You just said she wasn’t in. Therefore it follows that you know someone by that name.”

The man squinted balefully. “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t, but ain’t nobody here but me.”

When the man made as if to close the door, Barnabas placed his gloved hand on it and exerted some of his considerable strength. He might be a wizard and a scholar, but he kept himself in shape. He never knew when he might have to engage a bout of fisticuffs on a mission.

“She also goes by Spymaster,” Barnabas explained, preventing the man from slamming the door in his face, “and I would appreciate it if you could fetch her for me, my good man. We have an appointment.”

The man gave up shoving the door and spat through the crack. It landed next to Barnabas’s shoe. “Ain’t heard of no appointments.”

“Who’s at the door?” a heavily accented feminine voice from inside the building called. “The delivery boy from Mickmack’s?”

The man looked at Barnabas skeptically, starting at his top hat and ending at the leather shoes that would require a great deal of polishing to restore to their proper finish. “Some wizardy ponce asking for a Mistress Harcourt. Reckon he’s lost.”

“Well, shit.” The accent of the woman inside the building changed, from Lower Street to High Court. “Alfred, don’t just stand there. Show the man in.”

The recalcitrant butler, or whatever he was, grudgingly stepped aside, allowing Barnabas access to Mistress Harcourt’s establishment. It was not what Barnabas had been led to expect when he had enlisted her help in achieving a long-standing goal. However, when negotiating with humans, you had to be especially careful not to allow their weaknesses to distract you from their inventiveness. 

Humans in a world ruled by wizards and dragons had to be plenty inventive to thrive, and Barnabas did not begrudge them their foibles. He, too, had been human once—as had they all.

He had to stoop to enter Mistress Harcourt’s parlor, the low ceiling liberally festooned with charms, chains, curse dolls, and other paraphernalia. He paused briefly to wonder about the poor soul who’d been stabbed through the head by a nail, but that wasn’t why he was here.

He was here to rescue the silver dragon—at last.

Barnabas removed his silk top hat and bowed deeply to the Spymaster of Valiant Province. “Mistress Harcourt, I am here to enact the final stage of the operation. Freedom be to you, and to all.”

The woman rose from her upholstered recliner and adjusted her headscarf. Large earrings dangled from her ears, and curls of grey hair escaped from the wrapped cloth. Her garments, a simple tunic and trousers, glistened with gold thread. Mistress Harcourt’s lodgings were in the dingiest part of the city, but she had spared no expense in her clothing.

“The Honorable Barnabas Courtier,” the woman said, inclining her head. Multiple doors indicated that this rat’s nest had many escape routes, many ways for Mistress Harcourt’s network to deliver their reports. “At last, we meet. Do you have the final payment?”

“Of course.” Barnabas removed a pouch of coins from a greatcoat pocket and handed it over. Excitement such as he rarely experienced buzzed through him now that the climax of his mission approached. He felt positively invigorated—almost as if he could do magic on his own. “Are the players in motion?”

When Barnabas had been a young wizard, newly come into his variant, his parents had been ecstatic. They had been human variants, and most parents hoped for their offspring to morph into wizards. All children, no matter their parentage, were human until puberty, at which point they became one of three variants. Wizards in Tarakona had the most power—socially, hierarchically, and literally. A wizard in the family meant an easier life for everyone.

A dragon in the family meant something else altogether. Something darker and less savory. Something that Barnabas, a wizard scholar by trade, and the Dragon Liberation Front—the DLF—were devoting themselves to upending.

He was also, personally, devoting himself to the rescue of the singular silver dragon, whose magic allotted her wizard too much supremacy. Silver dragons, the rarest of all dragons, conferred upon a wizard the power of prophecy. Her Grace Victoria the Valiant, the governor of Province Valiant, was not using that power to do good.

Mistress Harcourt opened the pouch and shook a few coins into her hand, checking them for authenticity. The coins danced over her knuckles before disappearing. “You’ll be wanting to know about the girl.”

“The dragon,” he corrected. “Nadia Silver. Victoria can no longer be allowed to abuse the power of the silver dragon to—”

“To make our province the richest and most influential in all of Tarakona? It’s a crime, I tell you,” Mistress Harcourt said. “But you have paid me well, Your Honor, and I owe you an explanation.”

Barnabas straightened to his full height. Without a dragon, a wizard had no more power than a human, unless he had talismans. And what wizard would walk into a literal den of thieves without at least a talisman? “Explanation? You owe me a dragon rescue. Where is the girl?” 

For over a year, he and Mistress Harcourt had formulated an intricate plan to use her network of humans in Castle Valiant to rescue Nadia Silver from Governor Victoria. Some wizards engaged a single dragon, while others collected various types if they could afford it. 

Nadia had been part of Victoria’s prodigious stable since she had morphed into a dragon. Several years ago, the governor had begun to abuse the girl’s power of prophecy to harry other provinces, jeopardizing Tarakona’s stability.

But tonight, the culmination of Harvest Week, was the night Barnabas had worked toward for so long. Security in the palace would be at its most lax, and drunkenness would be would be at its most flagrant.

“About that.” Mistress Harcourt fingered one of her large shiny earrings and wouldn’t meet his eyes. “It appears the girl has already flown the coop.”

Barnabas couldn’t help it. As a wizard, he was not used to being disobeyed. So he yelled, “What?” 

It was not effective. Mistress Harcourt waved a hand in the air, as if flapping away his outrage. “I’m ashamed to admit it, Your Honor, as I pride myself on knowing everything about everyone. But it appears someone else had the notion to sneak into the palace on the Night of the Grape and snatch the dragon, and they did it before my people could.”

“You confirmed this how?” He clutched a talisman, not caring that she saw the gesture. The transportation talisman could be used to harm if he conveyed someone fifty feet into the air and let them drop.

Harcourt had the grace to look a little worried by his anger. “We did enact the plan, Your Honor. The palace was all asunder. The girl was missing, and no one had any idea where she’d gone. Her Grace Victoria is in a rage, and my people barely escaped the castle. Apparently the girl disappeared at some point this afternoon when she was supposed to be preparing for tonight’s festivities.”

“But how would she negate the thrall crystal?” Barnabas asked. Dragons, to the shame of all who dwelled in Tarakona, had tiny, enchanted crystals implanted in their bodies. Those crystals allowed the dragons to be controlled by wizards. Allowed the wizards to drain the dragons’ power as they desired, whether the dragon agreed or not. Otherwise the dragons could shift into their winged form and fly away. People in this dimension had only begun rudimentary explorations into aircrafts and would have little chance of chasing down a free dragon who was determined not to be caught.

“I suppose by whatever method you thought you could negate the thrall crystal,” Mistress Harcourt said, raising her eyebrows. “Which was...?”

“I cannot reveal all my secrets, human,” he said gruffly. Wizards linked to purple and green dragons implanted the crystals, and he’d obtained a talisman the DLF healers believed could be used to find and remove them. It would be hasty and uncomfortable for the lass, but he had required an immediate way to prevent the silver dragon from being tracked. 

To keep Victoria the Valiant from taking over province after province until she made herself a Supreme Ruler of the land.

To give the silver dragon her freedom.

To possibly, hopefully, enlist the girl in the DLF, with him as her partner. Her protector. Together they could supplement the operations of the liberators to a level that would make dragons rejoice and arrogant wizards across the land tremble with fear.

“This is what we will do. Send your people to find where the dragon has gone,” he ordered Mistress Harcourt. “Immediately.”

The old lady cackled and sank back into her chair. “Do you think I’m daft, boy? That I haven’t already sent out runners?”

He clasped his hands behind his back so he wouldn’t be as tempted to use a talisman on her. He had paid the spymaster so much coin, and for what? “And what is the word?”

“The word is she’s disappeared. Nobody knows how she got out. In fact, she might be dead. In her chambers, my people found evidence of a struggle.” 

Mistress Harcourt rang a bell beside her chair, and one of the doors opened. A dirty, pre-variant child ran into the room. “Yes, Mistress?”

“Get me the cloth,” she told him. “Don’t touch it with your bare hands.”

The child scampered out and returned almost immediately with a scarf of fluttering, diaphanous silk, like the gowns in which Victoria liked to dress her dragons in their human forms. It was splattered with red. The child offered it to Barnabas via a pair of tongs.

He took the tongs, inspecting the beautiful but deadly garment.

“This is the dragon’s blood?” Barnabas asked sharply. “Did they soak up all of it?”

The child shook his head. “No, it’s not all. Nearly caught us, they did. Lucky we were, to get most of it.”

Fresh blood could be used to track someone, though tracking and controlling were two different things. With this, the silver dragon’s blood, he could find her. 

But so could others, if they had enough blood.

“I will require a refund of my final payment,” he informed Mistress Harcourt. “The original amount was to include the dragon herself, so that she could be taken to safety.”

“The original amount was to free the dragon,” Mistress Harcourt argued. “She’s free, isn’t she?”

Barnabas was tired of haggling and needed to make haste. “We do not know. She could have been kidnapped by a rival wizard. It’s been attempted before.” 

“I’ll find out soon enough if that’s the case, and we’ll try again,” Mistress Harcourt coaxed. “I’ll only charge a portion of the original fee.”

He held out his hand. He would need the money to hire a blood wizard with an iron dragon. He knew just the pair, who played any side of the fence somebody would pay them to run along—and the dragon was the smarter of the two. He made it a point to patronize wizards who believed in equality with their dragons, after all. “The pouch, please.”

“Do you know how much my business is going to suffer now that the governor doesn’t have her silver anymore?” Mistress Harcourt protested. “Why, whenever my people overheard prophecies, it increased my profits by leaps.”

“Then you may keep the coin you hid in your sleeve as payment for the bloody scarf,” he said. “You are familiar with wizards, are you not? And the powers to which we have access? Do not make me lose my temper.”

He wouldn’t, of course, despite raising his voice once today. He did not lose his temper. He did not lose control. He did not lose—and he was putting that characteristic and his scholarly mind to good use with the DLF. Slowly but surely.

He had intended to put his legendary control to good use in rescuing the silver dragon, easing her through her transition into a free life, and instilling in her the urgency of the DLF mission. But first he had to find her—and he had to do it before Her Grace Victoria the Valiant did. He would die before he’d let the silver dragon become a tool for Tarakona’s oppressors again. 
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Chapter Two (Silver Bound)
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Dimension: Earth

Date: Now

Nadia Silver scratched the healing scar on her rump where she’d cut out the thrall crystal before escaping the palace of Victoria the Valiant. As a pampered, protected, and utterly imprisoned dragon shifter in the stable of the governor, Nadia hadn’t seen much blood in her life. She still shuddered at the memory of removing the tiny crystal from her body with a penknife, but more from the sheer joy of it.

Her brother Aiden’s secret missive about the crystal site had been right. 

The second the crystal had come out of her body, she’d been free. And she’d done what she’d dreamed of doing since the day she’d reached puberty and turned into a dragon.

She’d run. 

And here she was.

Naked as a snake, Nadia twisted in front of the full-length mirror, trying to see the damage she’d wrought upon herself. Because she was calm, the magical lattice beneath her skin was the faintest tracery. Otherwise her pale buttock was marred by a red, puckered patch like a lightning bolt. Self-surgery did not come naturally to her. 

But the scar made her look, as the locals said, ass bad. Or was it bad ass? She’d only been in this dimension for a week and had been trying desperately to shift her language and mannerisms to better fit in. The humans of Earth employed a very different vocabulary than the world in which she had been raised. 

Her world had raised her to be a magical battery, the source of wizardly power but benefitting from none of it. 

Needless to say, that wasn’t a life she or anyone rational would want, now, was it?

Today, her seventh day on Earth, she planned to visit the library. Freely. Without any permission, guards, or onlookers staring and whispering. She was going to read what she wanted and then she was going to a restaurant to eat what she wanted, with the money Aiden had left her. He had escaped the crystal implantation ceremony foisted upon Tarakonans who morphed into dragons. She hadn’t. 

Until the penknife of independence. Now she was finally going to live her life.

Books. Food. Sightseeing. Adventures.

And sex, if she could find a willing partner. Dragons were not encouraged to become attached to a lover, for fear they might become distracted from fawning over their wizardly tyrants.

Pfaugh! Not even the thrall crystal had been able to force Nadia to fawn over that despot Victoria, who had loved to trot out her treasured silver, her source of prophetic power. She was done with being a sideshow—and a bludgeon in Victoria’s plan to vanquish all of Tarakona.

Nadia slipped into fresh undergarments and clothing appropriate to the hot, arid climate in Magic, New Mexico. The bathing facilities in Aiden’s small dwelling weren’t as sumptuous as the palace, but she hardly cared. She was in heaven. 

Humming a jaunty tune about booties she’d heard on the radio, she gathered her books, left the house, locked the door, and stared across Aiden’s property. Sand, cacti, rocks, and glittering surfaces called solar panels dotted the landscape. His vehicle was beneath a detached carport, but she didn’t need it. 

Dragons didn’t need cars. Especially not in Magic, which boasted any number of persons with special abilities, as well as, if she understood things correctly, beings from other planets. That was why Aiden lived here and why she now lived here. 

Nadia trotted to the launch pad, set apart from anything she could knock over when she shifted. The only thing a Tarakonan dragon could do with her own power, sadly, was change into dragon form and back. The concealment spell on the town would confuse any tourists who happened to spot her flight. As long as she remained inside Magic’s borders, she was safe to be her true self. 

Nadia took a deep, hot breath of desert air...and grew.

Shifting was like scratching an itch she hadn’t actually had. Her skin quivered all over, scales forming, tail sprouting and curling. The sun glinted off her silver hide, burning deliciously into her wings as she unfurled them. In dragon form, she quite enjoyed this climate. 

She launched into the dry air toward the cloudless blue sky with no heinous wizard mounted on her back telling her where to go. Twirling, diving, and swooping, she arrowed toward the town. In Magic, she got to fly every day, and she reveled in it.

She soon reached the outskirts of the small town and air-shifted as she floated to the ground, landing hard on two human feet instead of four scaly ones. Took more energy, but what did she care about preserving it? All her magic was hers, and air-shifting was just plain fun.

A pair of dark-haired youths on a wheeled conveyance waved at her as they raced past. She marched the rest of the distance through the dust and rocks alongside the paved road until she reached the part of town with sidewalks and businesses. Walking became easier here.

Some townsfolk greeted her while others seemed intent upon their own quests. The best part? None stopped to goggle. Nobody cared that she bore the dragon lattice, and she was so excited to be prancing around without a guard, doing what she wanted, that her network was definitely visible—an energizing reminder she was free to be herself. 

The statue outside the library, as usual, made several impertinent remarks about her appearance. Too bad he wasn’t available as a sexual partner, since he certainly seemed eager enough to comply. Inside the library, it was cool and scented of paper. She returned the books she’d read and made a bee-line for the science section.

Education beyond basic reading and writing was something most wizards didn’t allow their dragons to pursue. What did a dragon need to know besides how to bleed magic for some wizard and fight in dragon form? 

And she, a silver dragon, hadn’t even been allowed to fight. Fighting was for common dragons. Reds, whites, irons, blacks, oranges. Certainly not silvers.

Nadia selected books about astrophysics and geography before she wandered into the fiction section. And there...she found a revelation.

Rows upon rows of books with hearts on the spines depicted love relationships in their pages. Men and women, men and men, women and women and men and men and women—everything she’d ever dreamed of, and more. This section in the library would remedy another area in which her education had been sadly lacking.

Romance and sex.

She selected some novels she hoped would enlighten her as to the ways of sexual pleasure and help her choose a bed partner. The wealth of literature in this world was absolutely glorious.

“Hello again. What will it be today?” the white-haired librarian asked as Nadia handed over the books and her library card. The woman, whose hair seemed to be white due to fashion and not age, scanned in a romance novel with a naked male torso on the cover. “This is an excellent story. Good choice.”

The librarian had been friendly and able to provide information, from the best restaurants to where to purchase clothing. Aiden had suggested she find his “Earth dad,” Rocky, if she needed help, but he was out of town, so she’d made do with the nice librarian. Moreover, Aiden was out of town, too, having snuck into Tarakona to see about closing the gateway they’d used to escape to Magic. It was a dimensional portal, created by a wizard with a crystal dragon, and if her brother could figure out how to seal it, or bribe someone to seal it, they’d be safe forever.

But since Aiden wasn’t here to ask questions...

“Is there an establishment in town where one may hire a pleasure partner?” Nadia asked the librarian. 

“Honey, this isn’t Nevada.” The librarian peered over her pink-framed glasses at Nadia with curiosity. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

Pleasure partnering was a respected profession in Tarakona. Perhaps Magic was too small to sustain a pleasure house. She wasn’t supposed to leave the town’s boundaries with Aiden gone, so that could present a challenge.

“You are astute.” The woman wasn’t one hundred percent human, according to Nadia’s keen senses, so she felt safe adding a detail. “I am from another dimension.” 

“Please, call me Trish.” The librarian held out her hand, and Nadia matched her gesture. Usually dragons didn’t touch people, but she was on Earth now. The woman gave her a strong shake. “I have to ask. Are you Aiden Silver’s sister? You look so much alike.”

“Yes, I am Nadia Silver. We’re twins.” The other dragon in the vicinity, Sheriff Theo, knew about Aiden, but nobody would mistake them for twins. Then she frowned. “Does my being from another dimension mean that citizens of this planet cannot mate with me?”

The librarian grinned. “I imagine if all the parts are in working order, that won’t be a problem. But on Earth it’s pretty customary to mate because you like each other, not because you’re paid to.” 

“I see.” Tarakonans did that, too, but all things considered, she had hoped to hire an experienced professional for her first time. She’d become acquainted with her own body, of course, which had been more successful than the self-surgery, but she’d been led to believe that mating wasn’t the same. Perhaps the books she’d checked out would shed light on this thorny topic. “I suppose I shall have to find someone who likes me.”

“Anyone in particular?” Trish asked. “Man, woman, something else?”

Nadia considered her fantasies and said, “A man. One who doesn’t mind that I’m from another dimension and can bite off his head when I’m a...” She stopped herself before blurting out that she could take dragon form. The people of Magic might be open-minded, but years of wishing she wasn’t a dragon couldn’t be overcome in a week.

Trish’s pretty brown eyes widened. “I see. Well, good luck with that.”

Nadia placed her books into the cloth bag. “Thank you. I hadn’t expected it to be this difficult.” She’d asked a few people about sex, but none had been amenable. Perhaps they hadn’t liked her.

Which made her worry that she wasn’t likeable. This was a new concern.

Nadia left the library puzzling over her unlikeability. Since she was the governor’s prize possession, few in the dragon stable had liked her, though the palace staff had been kind. They’d comforted her when Victoria had drained her dry of magic and the ague had set in. Before she’d become a dragon, her parents had loved her, and they had certainly loved the coinage they’d received after she and Aiden had morphed.

But had people liked her? She was outspoken and not always polite. If nobody liked her, would she be forever alone?

That thought burdened her most dreadfully as she found a seat at a small table in a tavern called Kokopelli Brewpub and Bar. This time of day, only the lunch crowd milled around, with no band on the stage and no revelers on the dance floor. Her waitress was a tall, dark-skinned lady with ornate hair, and she smelled human. Ish. Perhaps a touch of supernatural, like the librarian.

“What can I get ya?” the waitress asked, setting down chips and salsa. Her nametag, which had the bar’s logo of a dancing flute player on it, said Flo.

“Good afternoon, Mistress Flo. I’ll have one of these,” she said, pointing at the menu without really reading it, “and two of these.” Dragons had very high metabolisms if they shifted on a regular basis.

Magic had a lot of restaurants to choose from because of the tourism, and whatever they brought her was bound to be interesting. If she was lucky, it might be something she’d never tasted in her whole life. The other day, she had been served fried cactus. Who knew such prickly plants were edible? It had gone down delightfully with a cold bottle of beer. 

A single cold bottle of beer.

“Please bring me some intoxicating beverages,” she added. “Do you have anything on special?”

The waitress eyed her as if assessing whether or not her choices were wise. But Nadia didn’t want to be wise. Since she wasn’t going to find a sex partner until she figured out how to be likeable, she might as well try something else new. As such, she wanted two intoxicating beverages, or more, despite Aiden warning her to stick with one. 

“The daily drink special is margaritas, sugar. Can I see your ID?”

“Of course.” She pulled out the small plastic card Aiden had given her to carry in her wallet with the money. 

The waitress checked it and nodded, her intricate coiffure bobbing forward. A large pink blossom was stuck in the tower of black hair on one side. “Never would have pictured you as mid-thirties. You look twenty, tops.”

“Is that good or bad?” Perhaps older people in this world were more likeable. Children and teenagers could be taxing, after all. 

“Good, honey, especially in this climate. You watch yourself with skin like that, or you’ll shrivel up like a walnut. I mean, unless you got special genes like so many of us do around here.” The waitress gathered up the menu. Was that a...snake in her hair? How charming. “You like your margaritas on the rocks or frozen?”

She didn’t even eat rocks in dragon form, so she replied, “Frozen.”

“I’ll be right back with your nopales and a margarita.” 

Once the waitress left, Nadia stuck her nose in the romance novels and began reading. She didn’t come up for air until she’d reached several conclusions.

One, romance was more challenging than simply locating an unattached man and asking him to bed.

Two, she had been going about selecting partners all wrong anyway.

It didn’t matter so much if they liked her, because in these books the lovers spent a lot of their time arguing before their happy ending. But it did matter that her body informed her in no uncertain terms that he was the one.

Nearly finished with her speed reading and her splendid lunch of two green chili burgers, fried cactus, enchiladas, mixed vegetables, chicken fingers, chips, salsa, and margaritas, she assessed the lunch crowd in the Kokopelli. Not as busy as some of the other diners—this seemed to be more of a nighttime business. Several people who smelled of wolf sat in a booth, quietly discussing politics. An old woman and man flipped through photos on an electronic device. A younger person of indeterminate gender ate peanuts and tossed the shells into a small silver bucket while an older man attempted to lecture them about responsibility. Three ladies chatted with the bartender in a familiar fashion, as if they were related to him.

She did not think it would be proper to approach any of the lunch goers about becoming her lover. The novels had enlightened her on that front. Besides, she didn’t find any of them kissable, and her body wasn’t shouting lusty things at her. If the novels were to be believed, though she knew fiction was exaggerated, when she caught sight of a likely partner, her loins would dampen and throb, her nipples would harden, and she would grow short of breath.

None of the people in this bar dampened her loins. The novels assured her that when she saw the one, she would want to taste him the same way she tasted the new foods on the Earth menus. Speaking of which, the margaritas—she was on her fourth—were stunningly delicious. So cold and sweet and icy and green. She hadn’t known green had a flavor, but it did. 

In the palace, dragons were never, ever allowed intoxicants. It contaminated their magic. Made it unreliable until they sweated it out. 

Ha! Well, she was mighty contaminated now. Take that, wizards. If Victoria were here, Nadia would...she would... Something. She would do something contaminated and impure that would hopefully leave Victoria gravely wounded.

She really needed to learn to fight. And cuss.

And have sex.

If only her loins would throb instead of her vision, which swam a little when she swiveled her head. Then she would know.

But she couldn’t recall one single loin throb in her entire, isolated life. The waitress was the most interesting person the bar, but she was busy, and Nadia didn’t think she would appreciate being importuned by one of her customers. In fact, Nadia didn’t particularly want to kiss the waitress. She just wanted to ask about the snakes in her hair and, after that, everything about everything in this dimension.

Flo brought Nadia her check and gathered up the many empty plates. “Was everything good?”

“Wonderful,” Nadia assured her. “My compliments to the chef.” Her tongue felt thick and her body floaty. Like she was in dragon form, in the air, but here she was, in a chair. Turning into a veritable poet. Nadia smiled up at the waitress and proffered an empty mug. “Another one of these?”

“I think you’ve had enough,” Flo said, hand on her hip. “Where are you putting it all? You’re not exactly a giant. I mean, we get trolls and giants from time to time, and you don’t look anything like ‘em.”

“I have...hiccup...a high metabolism.” She covered her lips politely with her hand. “Excuse me.”

“Shifter?” Flo guessed. 

“Dragon shifter,” Nadia found herself saying. “Oops! I’m not supposed to tell.”

“Don’t get many of those around here. I take it you know the history of this town?”

She blinked owlishly at Flo. Two snakes stuck their heads quizzically from Flo’s luxuriant hair as if curious about Nadia. “My brother told me the natives of this land made a pact with other special beings to share and guard this location centuries ago. People who are different can come here and be safe.”

“That’s a good summary.”

“I wish I’d found this land when Aiden did.” Nadia swallowed down the anger that had ridden her every day since she’d morphed into a dragon. Not at Aiden, but at the wizards who’d ruined her life. Wizards! Curse them all. “I was not safe, Flo. I was not safe at all.”

She tried to put her elbow on the table and missed, jolting herself nearly out of her chair. 

“You won’t be safe if you’re planning to drive, either.” Flo tsked like the castle housekeeper when Nadia had the ague. The miserable, miserable ague that had stricken her like ten tons of brick whenever Victoria had drained her of magic, casting prophecies and conquering people and...

Flo was still talking, though, and Nadia tried to pay attention. “Let me call you a cab, kiddo. The gnomes have a taxi service.”

“I’m not a kiddo. As you said, I’m over thirty.” Nadia extracted more money than necessary from her wallet and handed it to the waitress. “Your offer is kind, truly, but I am quite all right to fly.”

She packed her books into their cloth bag, admiring the torsos of the men on the covers as she did so. Perhaps, one day, she would caress a real torso. Then she rose. Unsteadily. Whoops! “Is this area earthquake prone?” 

“Not really, though when Topper and the witches open a portal from Glacier, it can really seem like it. You be careful getting home.” Flo didn’t seem convinced that Nadia was safe to fly, but this was Magic, New Mexico. Everyone was safe inside these boundaries.

“I bid you and your sweet serpents adieu, Mistress Flo.” Nadia executed a sloppy genuflection and exited the bar with her books, into the harsh light of afternoon in the desert.

With a very full stomach, a very contaminated magic network, and a bag of books that seemed to grow heavier with each step, Nadia trudged to her landing zone. It wasn’t smart to shift in the middle of this little town. With its little streets, and little people, and little buildings. Cars passed on the street, spitting little pieces of sand all over her. She sneezed so hard that she nearly fell over.

At last she reached the outskirts of town. Sand had gotten into her shoes, except perhaps it wasn’t sand. Perhaps it was pebbles, because it seemed to be bruising her arches. Her skin felt as if it had dried into the walnut husk Flo had warned her about. Sweat trickled down her back, and her half-healed scar from the thrall crystal began to sting.

Every step she took, it stung more. It rubbed against her undergarments. It chafed and it hurt. 

It really hurt.

Her loins did not throb, but her arse cheek did.

She’d had to dig, with a knife, into her own body, to remove an evil crystal that should never have been implanted in the first place. It had trapped her, subjected her to whatever a wizard wanted to dole out. She had never had sex, she had never had alcohol, she had never had fun, she had never had freedom. She had never lived. 

And suddenly Nadia became very, very angry.

She stomped along, seething. It was too hot. Her arse hurt. Her feet hurt. Sweat hazed her vision. She should never have had been exploited so cruelly. No dragon should. Where was Aiden, anyway? Had he succeeded with the portal? Had the wizards nabbed him?

Wizards were evil. They all deserved...bad things. Bad, nasty things.

If she never saw another wizard again in her whole life, it would be too soon.

Fuming and enraged and thoroughly contaminated, Nadia did not notice the large person in her path until she stormed right into him, sending them both tumbling down the sandy, rocky, prickly embankment into the desert.
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Chapter Three (Silver Bound)
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“Fecking wizards!” the woman shouted as they tumbled into the small gully.

Her knee nearly smashed Barnabas in his nethers as he attempted to shield her smaller form from the worst of the damage. They skidded to a stop with her atop him, glaring down at him as if he had been the one to cause this accident.

Barnabas opened his mouth to ask if she was stark raving mad when his tracking talisman emitted a soft chime.

The blood drained from his face with a chill of certainty. “Nadia Silver?”

“Who wants to know?” she snarled, her pale blond hair sticking every which way around her head. “If you’re a wizard, sirrah, you will meet your demise in seconds. Mere seconds.”

Her white sleeveless top was ripped, hanging off one creamy shoulder. Her bare legs twined around his far more intimately than he’d been with a woman in some time. And her skin shimmered in the harsh sunlight with an intricate dragon lattice, except it was distorted and wavering instead of shining and pure.

“I’m...not a wizard?”

“Good blasted damn thing you’re not.”

Ten thousand rehearsed speeches of how he’d come to rescue her stuck in his craw. This was not the pampered, frightened, grateful, very young lady he’d pictured. When Victoria the Valiant had displayed her silver, Nadia had generally been too far off to see. 

This woman, this real woman, this sweating, lovely, enticing woman...was cursing at him with all the creativity of a Lower Street pickpocket.

“Anyway, how do you know my name?” she said. “Are you a tracker? How did you find me? ‘Twould be bad for wizards to find this place. I’d have to silence you and...” Her words slurred as she glowered down at him. Her huge blue eyes flashed silver with the intensity of her emotions. “I don’t think the special spells on this town will keep the confounded wizards out. I could tell Topper wizards are the wrong kind of special.”

“I am not a tracker,” he said evasively, as he had, indeed, tracked her here. But he’d purchased the talisman from a tracker. He himself wasn’t a tracker. “I’m a scholar.”

“Good thing. Wizards should all die,” she told him viciously. She clambered off him, kneeing him in the crotch in the process, and began angrily dusting sand off her abbreviated clothing. 

Barnabas choked back a moan as he inspected the woman standing above him like an avenging gorgon. Her long legs were scraped from their fall but no less fashioned to wrap around a man’s waist. Her torn white shirt revealed breasts that would curve into a man’s hands.

She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen in his entire life. He found himself wanting nothing more than to gather her in his arms and ply her with kisses.

It was...not like him. The week of desperate searching, the trip through the portal, and the fall off the road seemed to have addled his brain.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Looking for you. And how do you come to be in this land, Nadia Silver?” he said, remembering the dank labyrinth he’d traversed in Tarakona to reach the portal. “How did you escape?”

“I freed myself,” she said haughtily. “Dug out the crystal. It wasn’t as if that muck-sucking Victoria the Vain may she die a miserable death was going to unshackle me.” She wobbled as she tried to dust the sand off her delectable ass. 

“You dug out the crystal?”

She grimaced. “It had to be done or the governor would simply track me wherever I went. Completely worth the pain, I assure you. Why are you staring at me like that?”

He had not known what to expect from this world. Cross-dimensional gateways were exceedingly rare, created by the most talented of wizards and crystal dragons. When he’d realized that Nadia had used one to Earth, he had used his knowledge of the dimension to prepare himself to rescue her from whomever had dragged her there.

He had never for a moment imagined that she might have saved herself.

“You ripped your shirt,” he said lamely.

She clapped a hand to the torn sleeve. “Blast. It’s my absolute favorite. But tell me, since you’re obviously from Tarakona. How did you get here?”

“The portal.”

“Huh. Thought it was harder to find. So my brother hasn’t closed the portal?” 

“What?” She had a brother? The silver dragon had a brother?

“Has my brother closed the portal?” she repeated. “The one beneath Valiant City?”

He needed to refrain from idiotic answers or she would think him a halfwit.

“I just came through it,” he repeated. Was the brother human, wizard, dragon? How had the DLF never sussed out that Nadia Silver had a brother?

She shook her fist at the heavens. “What is taking him so long? Fecking, fecking wizards. If they go anywhere near him with a thrall crystal, I will rip them to shreds. Look, people from Tarakona won’t like it here. You should go back. Unless... Did my brother send you?”

“Yes,” he lied, so captivated by her vitality and beauty that his renowned control deserted him. Plus it seemed unwise to tell a drunken, somewhat murderous dragon that indeed, he was a wizard. “Your brother sent me.”

“But he hasn’t managed to close the portal. So why are you here?” Nadia held out a dirty hand to him. 

Bemused that the dragon would allow him to touch her, he took it, and she helped him to his feet as if it was nothing. Once erect, he stood a head taller than her. Everything he’d intended, every plan he’d made, vacated his head as her presence washed over him. If he lifted her fingers to his lips and kissed them, what would she do?

But she had asked him a question. Something about why he was here. “I’ve, ah, been sent to protect you. I’m called Barnabas C...Collins.”

“I don’t need protection, Barnabas Collins.” She stumbled up the bank, sending an avalanche of sand and stone onto his shoes. “What I need is to go home and have a bath. And sober up a bit.”

Before she could stomp down the road again, he called out to her. “Wait.” He leapt nimbly up the bank. “Take me with you.”

She whirled and stared at him. His top hat had fallen off during their tumble, and sand and stickers marred his waistcoat and trousers. His shoes would never, ever be restored to their original shine, and his cravat was hopelessly wrinkled. He’d shed his greatcoat, stuffing it in his travel bag after five minutes of this infernal heat. It had been a shock after the chill darkness of the ancient ruins where the portal had been hidden. His tracking beacon had ceased to chime after he’d first come through the portal, but after some walking it had detected a faint tracery. It grown more and more urgent until...

They’d collided. 

She didn’t speak. He wondered what she was thinking.

“Are you sure you aren’t a wizard?” she asked. 

He resisted the urge to make sure none of the talismans around his neck were showing. Or any of the talismans in his valise. Only wizards could use talismans, and she was not fond of wizards, clearly.

“I am quite sure. Your brother sent me.” If she tested him about her brother, he would fail, so he elaborated. “Through, ah, a mutual friend. I have never actually met your brother, but I volunteered to protect you nonetheless.” 

“You must want something from me,” she guessed.

“Yes, I do. Your safety.” Perhaps he could explain his cause, his mission, without mentioning his status as a wizard. Perhaps he could come to know her, and let her know him, and plant the seeds of trust in her understandably suspicious heart. He picked up his hat and dusted it off. “Have you heard of the Dragon Liberation Front?”

She shifted her bulky cloth sack to her other hip. Pieces of dried leaves stuck to her socks and shoes, and a scrape on her knee oozed blood. She didn’t seem concerned, more frazzled with a tinge of drunken cantankerousness. “Aiden isn’t part of the DLF. He’s not one for crusades. Thinks they’re a waste of time. A bit out for himself, my brother.” 

“Yet the DLF is how I heard you were...in need.” He would only lie as much as strictly necessary. And he would shed all lies as soon as possible.

“Victoria loathes the DLF. Calls them the Lizard Wizards. She wouldn’t allow any of us to speak of it.” She scowled. “You surely do look like a wizard.”

“It is the style of our homeland,” he pointed out. “You look like an Earthling.”

“As I should. This is my homeland now.” She turned again and tromped down the road, her shapely, determined body awakening feelings in him that shouldn’t be there. Dragons and wizards could mate, obviously, but dragons and wizards did not usually mix romance with business. It kept lines from being crossed. “Are you coming or not?”

“Indeed, I am.” He hastened after her, his long strides bringing him abreast of her. “Have you met any other Tarakonans since your arrival?” 

“No.” She stumbled on a rock, grabbed his arm, and righted herself. “Just you, me, and Aiden. That portal is stealthy, isn’t it?”

He agreed. He’d only found it because he’d been tracking her. Of course, the governor would also be possessed of Nadia’s blood and able to do the same. But he couldn’t consider the ramifications of that until he organized a way to keep Nadia safe.

They ambled along companionably for some time, though the temperature was uncomfortably warm. Nadia, with charming frankness and no little wit, told him of the town of Magic. She obviously trusted his honesty and believed him to be harmless. If only she knew. 

He could harm her like no other—but he never would. And that was what he would most like her to understand. He sought a way to bring it up, but she seemed so enthused to be talking to someone, pointing at everything she noticed, that he couldn’t find an opening.

The silver dragon...was lonely, he realized. She was painfully lonely, and it only made him want to protect her more.

“There are even denizens from different planets here,” she finished. “And ladies with snakes for hair. Ah, here’s the spot.”

The road embankment leveled out, and a roughly circular area without bramble lay near the paved surface. Dragon footprints and smaller, less easily identified tracks scattered in the pale dust. In the distance, the scrubby gully of a wet weather creek meandered past, and jackrabbits nibbled in the sage.

“This is near the location of the portal,” he observed. He recognized the juniper-topped ridge that separated the portal egress from the road.

“I’m not surprised. It isn’t a large town.”

She had to know she’d left blood when she’d fled. Did she not realize fresh blood could be used to track her? Should he warn her or wait until she was more...sober? 

“And you are positive no one followed you when you escaped?”

It had taken him a week to locate her, despite the portal being in Valiant City. Who knew the capital had been built atop the ruins of another metropolis? He himself had never heard about it, and his studies had been extensive. He’d explored as efficiently as possible while tracking her, sneezing the whole time. He had apparently been allergic to the phosphorescent fungus that grew there.

Victoria—whom he would bet all his talismans didn’t have a map of the subterranean labyrinth either—could arrive soon if she hadn’t already. It was possible the governor had an iron dragon in her stable, but blood tracking was no simple art, and iron dragons were the most likely to escape captivity. But Nadia seemed certain no one else from Tarakona was here.

“I don’t see how anyone could have followed me.” She smiled broadly, and it lit up her face like the desert sunshine. “I chucked my thrall crystal into the loo, and anybody without a map would get lost in those old tunnels.”

While her smile threatened to permanently dazzle him, he was forced to confront the fact she did not know what could be done with blood. It must not have been considered necessary education for a dragon, and why would it? Most of Tarakona was bent upon keeping dragons ignorant and submissive. The only way to protect her would be to destroy whatever remnants of the blood Victoria possessed. “That might not be enough.”

“Nonsense. The town of Magic will keep me safe, and we all sign nondisclosure contracts.” She scuffed through the dust into the open area. “If you’ll stand right there, I need to change. My brother told me about a lovely spring-fed waterfall, and the lavatory at his home is insufficient after this day. I’ve a powerful need for a soak.”

Nadia threw up her arms and greeted the sun. Soft flickers surrounded her form as she initiated the shift to her dragon form.

Or she tried to.

He had seen dragons change before, many times. Her body shimmered like a mirage, but sparks crackled in her aura. The dust whirled around her, dislocated by the incipient mass transposition. Her magnificent dragon form blinked on, off, on, off, like flickers of a laggardly zoetrope. 

In the end, Nadia was left panting in a cloud of dust—in her human form.

She slumped onto her behind, arms on her knees, and her face twisted with annoyance. “So this is what happens when a dragon’s magic is contaminated.”

“I have heard,” he ventured, “that if one simply keeps trying...”

Actually he had heard that, if she was too incapacitated to shift, she was likely to remain that way for some time. There might also be other consequences. Dragons did not react the same way to intoxicants as wizards and humans.

She arched an eyebrow at him. “You know quite a lot about dragons, do you?”

“I am part of the DLF,” he reminded her. “It is our mission to free all dragons from enslavement.”

She pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “You’ve freed many?”

It was perhaps too soon to coax her to join the revolution, but he still had to abide by the organization’s rules. “I am not at liberty to share details beyond a simple affirmative to nonmembers.”

She settled onto the ground cross-legged and shaded her eyes from the harsh sun. “But I am a dragon. Why can’t you tell me?”

“You must know that not all dragons desire their kind to be free,” he told her gently. “Some...have ways of profiting from the arrangement.” And, since no people were a monolith, a tiny subset of free dragons despised their enslaved kin as cowards unworthy of saving.

“Feck them,” Nadia exclaimed, transforming back to the salty wizard-hater she’d been before their delightful stroll. “Zounds, I’ll rip them apart, too. Once I learn how. Aiden has promised to instruct me in the art of combat when he returns, and I intend to master it with vigor. With fecking vigor!”

He had never heard a dragon use such language, and it fascinated him to see this side of the woman he’d shadowed for so long. How wrong he’d been about her. And how enchanted he was by the person she’d turned out to be.

“Say,” she continued, rising unsteadily to her feet. “What do you know about dragon combat? Is that why he sent you?”

“Ah.” Barnabas sought desperately for the best answer. “I have some knowledge of combat techniques but...I would not be the best instructor.” His knowledge encompassed wizard and dragon pairings—not what a single dragon might accomplish. Contrary to dragons from this world, Tarakonan dragons were unable to exhale fire or ice. Without a wizard, they were restricted to fang, claw, size, and cleverness.

Nadia’s magnificent size would give her an advantage over lesser dragons, but a silver’s hide was soft, not as armored as a black or a red. Another reason the rare variant was pampered.

“You can’t tell me how many dragons you’ve saved. You can’t teach me to fight. What in the cracker-jar can you teach me?” she asked, throwing up her hands. “What good are you?”

If he were a mere human, she might have a point. But he wasn’t. Except that he couldn’t reveal the truth yet. “I am an excellent cook, a good listener, an educated scholar, and a skilled long-term strategist. It is important to the DLF that you remain out of the hands of Victoria the Valiant.”

“Obviously,” she said, waggling her head. “My power is corrupting and should not be used by anyone, much less a power-hungry bunter like Victoria.”

“The DLF did send me to help you,” he continued. “This speaks of their confidence in my ability to be...of some good.”

Granted, he had sent himself, but the DLF was completely behind him. Their aspirations, while worthy, had not extended to such lofty goals as freeing a silver dragon before he had joined their ranks. Their focus was on dragons being more seriously mistreated than the stable of a wealthy governor.

But that governor’s use of the silver threatened more than the dragon herself. It threatened the stability of Tarakona. Tarakona was made up of independent provinces that provided checks and balances on one another and would not fare well under a single authoritarian ruler. 

“Did you know,” Nadia declared, tottering toward him and shaking a finger. “That Victoria refuses to have any male dragons in her stable? All the palace staff are female as well. It’s bonkers. Completely nut-wombled. Everyone knows males are equal to females. We don’t live in a barbarian world.”

“Indeed.” Victoria’s ambitions included a belief that feminine energy was more pure and powerful and that the world should be ruled accordingly. Tarakona had never struggled with the gender disparity of other dimensions; the undeniable talent of female and intersex dragons and wizards counteracted the times their human forms were physically weaker. But for Victoria, tradition held no sway.

She only cared for the future—a future she’d been shaping with her silver dragon. As such, she would be violently inclined to get Nadia back, no matter who it harmed.

“Because of Victoria, I have not known any men.” She halted in front of him and stared up into his face. “I have barely been around any men my entire life.”

He attempted to hearten her. “You haven’t missed much. Similar desires, aspirations, fears, hopes. They are much like women, except for the privy bits.”

“Yes, but it’s the privy bits that...that...” She advanced on him, and for some reason it seemed like a good idea to back away from the predatory gleam that sprang into her blue eyes. “The privy bits are what I’ve missed. And you are a man, Barnabas Collins.”

Her head reached his chin. Her body, while sturdy, was soft and not especially warlike. In their human forms, he could defend himself from her without magic if need be.

“I am a man,” he agreed, continuing to sidestep her. Why was he doing this? He had been filled with the need to take her in his arms and kiss her the moment he’d seen her, and now that she inclined to get cozy, he was fending her off? “Mistress Silver, perhaps it would behoove you to, ah, sweat out some of the intoxicants? If you could wait a day, I assure you this will all become clear.”

“It’s clear already.” She poked him in the chest with a finger. “You, sir, are a man sent to help me. And the main thing I need help with is sex. Tell me, Barnabas. Do you like me?”

“Ah. I don’t know you,” he hedged.

“When you saw me, did your body tell you that we should go to bed together?”

How had she guessed? Had she found a wizard to use her magic and predict that a man would arrive who... No, no. She was simply asking if he felt lustfully toward her. Which he did. But that was better left unsaid. “Ah. You are a lovely woman, but it is my job to protect you. I could hardly—”

“I don’t know if I like you.” She slung an arm across his shoulder, or tried to, as the height differential made it difficult. He supported her at arm’s length, since parts of him were too eager to oblige her pursuit. “I am sorry to say, but my loins are not really throbbing. My buttock is, much to my dismay. And my head. Heavens, my head! And my skin, in this heat. But, as I was saying, you are a man.”

“Ah.” If he kept saying ah to her, she would think he was an acapella singer attempting to warm up for a performance. Cooking he had mastered. Singing he would never master. “I am a man,” he agreed again. 

“I have noticed you have a fine figure,” she said, “and your features are handsome. Your dark eyes, in particular, are exceedingly bedroomy, I must say, and your lips...” She trailed off, staring at his mouth. “You have done some kissing with those lips, methinks.”

He knew himself to be of average attractiveness, if tall and fit. But the fact she was staring at his lips, while he was staring at hers, awoke a carnal avarice in him that threatened to drive him to unwise choices. 

“Some,” he managed. “And you have a glorious...forehead.”

“Thank you.” She pushed her hair to the side, as if giving him a better view of her fetching brow. The minx. “You must know about romance. Do you like women or men or both?”

“Ah. Women,” he said. Perhaps an acapella performance was in order, after all. It would put her off him and ensure she didn’t do anything she would regret once she became sober.

“Good. Perfect, in fact.” She waggled him by the shoulder, nearly oversetting herself. “I know nothing about men, so you could help me find the one, couldn’t you? The one who likes me, who makes me long for his body against mine?”

Barnabas stopped himself from protesting that he did like her and wiped a hand across his face to conceal his ridiculous disappointment. He had known this woman an hour, and he should have no designs on her virtue. Nor, technically, should she have designs on his. Yet.

“We will discuss it later.” He led her on a weaving path to the center of the landing pad. “Did you say something about a spring-fed waterfall? And a dire need for a bath?” If she tried again to shift and succeeded, it would mean that her intoxication wasn’t that pronounced. He needed to know so he could plan for the next twenty-four hours.

“Oh, I did. I forgot all about that. Seven Sister Springs. It’s near a town called...” Her lips pursed in a delicious moue, and he did not stare at them and imagine what she’d do if he kissed her. Except that, obviously, he did. “Haven. Haven of the Elves.”

“I am not possessed of a vehicle, but if you would consent to transport me, I should like to accompany you.” As his primary goal was to protect her, he hoped she would allow him to stay by her side. He would agree to just about anything. Make himself as amiable as possible. He did have a single talisman from a purple dragon that could...sway her temporarily, if need be...but it was for villains, not the dragon of his dreams.

The dragon of his dreams was smiling winsomely up at him, a sticker in her hair from their tumble down the embankment. He gently tugged it free, letting his thumb touch her soft, glowing cheek.

A tingle of her magic blasted through him, and they both gasped. 

Her lips parted in surprise. “What was that?”

He knew, but since he’d lied about being a wizard, he couldn’t tell her. She was receptive to him. Free dragons chose for themselves which wizards they would empower, and she had instinctively empowered him—even during that brief touch.

Her magic fizzed in him, tiny and chaotic, and he held it down with his iron control. Magic given willingly, without a thrall crystal, was stronger. Superior. But hers was contaminated, and using it would not produce the desired results. “Desert climate...static...an aeroplane...” 

“Like an airship?” She stared at the sky, but no sluggish blimp marred the bright blue heavens. Luckily for him, a trail of white from one of this world’s airplanes did. “That’s very unlike ours. Where is it going?” 

She kept tilting her head until he had to catch her before she tumbled backward. This time he was careful not to let his bare skin touch hers. Her receptiveness to him only further escalated his inappropriate attraction. 

“To paradise, I reckon,” she breathed, her eyelashes fluttering. “I’d like to go to paradise, Barnabas. Can you take me?”

“Ah.” He gazed down into her clear blue eyes. He’d never felt so instantly enamored of a woman before, and he didn’t like the loss of control over his urges and emotions. He didn’t like it at all. 

But he certainly liked Nadia Silver. 

She raised a hand and patted his chest—right over his talismans. “What’s this?”

“Nothing.” He caught her hand in his without thinking, skin against skin. She gripped him tight, as if she’d been waiting for the chance to touch him. Her irises bled silver and her dragon lattice brighter, her magic eager to pour into him. Their fingers tingled. He watched her beautiful face, mesmerized, wondering if she could tell.

He shouldn’t have lied to her about being a wizard. Not even for the short time they’d known each other. 

“Nadia...” he began.

“Barnabas,” she sighed. Her eyes fluttered closed and she puffed out a tiny snore.

The dragon of his dreams despised all wizards and had passed out in his arms while holding his hand. 
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