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      Once, before Griz was known as Griz, he was Larsen del Cruz. This was before he had a scar that split his face, eyebrow to jaw. When he was one of the Draecenguard. He was also a man who fell in love. Forbidden love.

      

      That love gave him a scar and nearly cost him his life. It definitely cost him more than that. The full effects of that loss lasted years. It’s still lasting.

      

      Allegra Draecen has known only one way of life. Leaving that life behind was not an easy decision. Nor was it one she came to quickly.

      

      She can only hope her choice does not endanger those she loves or those she left behind..
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      Larsen del Cruz, who, in future times, would become known as Griz, perched on the stone wall of the monastery, deep in the Pontic Mountains, in northern Anatolia, Turkey. Carved into stone, the monastery cantilevered precariously over a gorge. If the monastery collapsed or if one were to fall from Larsen’s current resting spot, it would mean instant death. He took in the eternal beauty of the evergreens and outcrops of rocks and marveled at how different it was from his home in the U.S. and, yet, how very similar, too.

      For three years, he’d trained to be in the Draecenguard, not considering where he would end up. Where his life would take him. Would these Pontic Alps have been his choice as a forever home if he’d known when he signed up for the post? Probably not. But they’d become home now, a place where his heart belonged.

      Was it because he’d fallen in love with the landscape? Hardly. Larsen had fallen for something—someone—else rather. He’d not expected this, but the woman he was to protect had somehow become something different.

      A soft touch on his shoulder pulled his attention from his thoughts and his gaze from the view. He turned to the source, knowing who it was from the scent his bear had picked up.

      “Ilona,” he greeted the other third of the Draecenguard he was a part of.

      Draecenguard, three hand-selected and highly trained individuals to protect the dragon shifter they were assigned to. Two bear shifters and one sorceress for each of the dragons.

      “It’s Allegra.” Ilona’s face was worried. She was the sorceress part of the Draecenguard.

      Larsen raised a brow. “What about her?”

      “She’s left the perimeter. I can feel it.”

      The perimeter. Set up by Salvatore, the head dragon shifter, and created by the sorceresses’ magic.

      Larsen heaved a breath. “I’ll go find her.”

      “Alone? Perhaps you should take Krisztián with you.” She shrugged one shoulder, striving for nonchalant, though Larsen knew her better. “To be safe,” she finished with a smile which didn’t quite measure up.

      He put an arm around her. “You worry too much. I know exactly where she is. She’s fine.”

      Oh, yes. Larsen knew where he’d find Allegra. The same place she went every time she decided to slip the perimeter. One of these days, Salvatore would find out about her excursions and there’d be hell to pay. Not only for her, but for all of her Draecenguard.

      He heaved a sigh and dropped from the wall to the cobbled courtyard then headed toward the gate. A gate that spoke of years past, one which kept invaders out. The door was marred with scars from prior battles and attacks. He slipped out and headed across the rocky territory. Once he was out of sight of the monastery, Larsen paused and gave his bear leave to take over. Navigating the rough terrain would be easier in bear form. He’d shift back once he caught sight of Allegra. This time, he’d try to talk some sense into her. Convince her to stop these forays outside the perimeter.

      On one knee, Larsen knelt on the pine-covered ground, hands loose at his sides. He took a deep breath and yielded to his bear. In his mind, his bear thundered and began the painful, not always swift shift to its ursine form. He grunted as sinew lengthened with a tearing sound, bones crunched and cracked as his jaw widened, his body contorting. Painfully, talons erupted from his fingertips, and canines lengthened in his mouth. He swallowed the roar of pain so as not to alert anyone to his presence then dropped to all fours to begin the trek of finding Allegra.

      He wended his way among brush and between trees, lumbering on, an apex predator in the area, but not one that was on the hunt. He stopped to take a deep breath, sucking air in through his bear snout. There it was. Her scent. Ah, yes. He was hot on the trail of Allegra Draecen, one of the few dragon shifters left on Earth. One of nine, to be precise.

      In the near distance, he could hear the waterfall, its cascading stream pounding rock and depths as it beckoned him closer.

      He shook his bear head and stopped to shift into his human form. The process he’d endured less than an hour ago happened in reverse now, as morphing began and his sinews, tendons, bones, and flesh transformed from a bear to a man. Shift complete, still on all fours, Larsen swiped the sweat from his brow. Not a sweat of exertion, but rather perspiration from the agony of shifting. It was no easy matter to yield to his bear, nor to claim his form when his bear left him.

      Exhausted from the shift, he rose to his feet and headed toward the sound of the waterfall until he reached a steep ridge. He appraised the lagoon below. Its still, dark-blue waters were disrupted by the steadily falling wall of water plummeting from thirty feet above ground. He studied the waterfall and the small lake, looking for the woman who’d be swimming or perched on a rock near the edge. He knew she was somewhere around—her scent had led him here. Leaning against a tree he waited.

      He did not have to wait long. From the cave behind the waterfall, a large projectile flew out, twisted, flipped midair, and dove headfirst toward the water. The projectile? A glorious, stunning copper dragon with a touch of emerald on her scales.

      Larsen had no idea if there was such a thing as a water dragon, but by damn, if there was, Allegra would be it, what with her love for the water. This was exactly how he knew where he’d find her. She simply couldn’t resist the call of the water. Every time she’d “escaped”—every single time—she made her way to the water fountain. And every single time, he’d been the one to retrieve her.

      Seconds later, the dragon’s head emerged from the water, shaking shimmering droplets from her glistening scales. She propelled herself through the waves cast by the fall, then rose out of it and flew up toward the sheet of water covering the cave. She vanished behind the wall of water. He waited for her to project herself through once more and took that opportunity to climb to the cave and enter from the rear, where a small entrance, just barely large enough for a man to slide in.

      And there, he waited for her to return. Sure enough, moments later, her dragon form, still soaking wet, flew through the water and nearly collided with him.

      Instantly, she reared back, her dragon’s tail in the air, a weapon, ready to strike. Then she recognized him.

      Her emerald-green dragon gaze studied him, her head raised, aloof. Was that a glimmer of humor in her eyes? By damn, it was.

      “Kindly, shift, Allegra. I’d like a word with you.”

      She dropped her head, clearly noting the chastising tone in his voice. Seconds later, she began a shift.

      “Damn it, Allegra.” Larsen averted his gaze. “Where are your clothes? Why are you shifting naked?”

      “I didn’t want to get them wet. That’d be a dead giveaway to what I’ve been up to. And I forgot to bring a change with me this time.”

      “Get decent.” He fought the urge to look at her, the glimpse of creamy skin had been enough.

      “Larsen.” Her voice was low, throaty, and too dangerously sexy. “Why do you deny it?”

      He felt her body heat and knew she’d not had enough time to dress. Heaven help him, she was almost touching him. Even through his clothing he could feel her.

      He jerked away when her fingertip traced his jawline. Her hand stayed on his skin, winding its way around his neck.

      Slowly, her naked form pressed against his. “I know you feel it.”

      He cleared his throat. Damn, did he ever. “And I know Salvatore meant it when he said Draecenguard are not to become involved with dragons. The penalty is death.” He turned and studied her face.

      A face he’d fallen in love with. More than her face, really. He was completely and solely, irrevocably in love with everything about this damned, water-loving dragon shifter who persisted in breaking Salvatore’s edicts. Edicts meant to keep them alive.

      She licked her bottom lip slowly, not realizing how seductive that was. Not only to him, but also to his bear. His bear, which at the moment, was pacing and snarling in his mind, insisting this woman was the one for them. Even though, it could mean their death.

      “I feel it, Allegra. All of it.” He leaned in, his lips brushing hers, his hands tangling in the long dark waves of her hair, pulling her head back, taking her mouth, making her his own. Their tongues danced a primal dance, one known to mankind for eons. The dance of a kiss shared by lovers. Though they had yet to become lovers. God knew, the temptation was strong for him now.

      He ran his hands down her sides, his fingertips barely touching the edge of full breasts, a waist which tapered, and full hips, a woman’s hips. He inhaled, tasting her desire on the air merging with his. Back up, his hands traveled, twisting in her hair once more, controlling her head, pulling it back once more, forcing their lips apart. “Do you have a death wish for me?” he whispered against her mouth.

      She gasped. “Larsen. You’re my life. My love. I would never wish for that.” She grasped his shoulders, locking gazes with him. “I refused to believe Salvatore would harm you. I’ve seen how he is with you. He loves you like a son.”

      Larsen shook his head. “Allegra, you discount Salvatore’s singular focus. To keep dragons safe.”

      Her bottom lip trembled in a pout he almost couldn’t resist kissing.

      “I love you,” he told her.

      He’d never uttered those words to another. He’d never experienced a love like the one he had for her.

      “I need you, Larsen.” Her words, spoken on a breath, merged with a deep yearning, held back.

      “I’ve wanted you since the moment I caught sight of you in the courtyard, three years ago.” He could still remember that day. The stunning brunette who’d stared at him, a serious look on her face. “I’ll always want you, Allegra. Even when your hair has traces of gray and when time has etched beautiful lines next to your eyes.” He traced the area from her temples to where, one day, crow’s feet would rest and enhance the beauty of her.

      “What if we leave?” she entreated. “What if we go and make our own lives. Elsewhere.”

      “And leave the safety of the Draecenguard and the monastery?”

      “We can protect ourselves. We can hide.”

      He clenched his jaw. The prospect of keeping a dragon shifter a secret from the hunters Salvatore had warned him about, of the treachery among shifters to capture and kill dragons… He clenched his hands into fists. What if she was killed or captured?

      Her fingers traveled from his shoulders to his chest, slowly unbuttoning the shirt. He was still, his body refusing to listen to his mind to put this aside. She parted the fabric, placing her palms flat against his skin, then lowered and raised them in a slow, lazy pattern. Finally, she put her hands on his shoulders, still under the shirt, and pushed the fabric off his shoulders.

      Larsen’s erection strained painfully against the fabric of his shirt. “Allegra,” he groaned, his voice barely audible over the sound of the water crashing down below. He pulled away and took in the full glory of her. Naked, showcased by the blueness and the sun trying to penetrate the wall of water. Her dusky-tipped breasts were lush and beckoning him. A shadow of the triangle between her legs called him primordially.

      Her soft moan, the lazy-lidded desire in her eyes broke his dam. Commitments, duty, oath, and honor all yielded to a higher force, one of love, desire, need.

      He took her hand and led her to the clothing she’d left on the rock. Unfolding it and placing it on the hard surface, he lay her down on it, inclining her backward on her elbows while she watched him. He parted her legs, touching each knee reverently, while nudging her thighs wide. Her mouth opened slightly, small pants of anticipation matching the tiny pulse beating against the side of her neck.

      Leaning in, he lowered himself until his lips were on a level with the mound of her. The sweet, musky core of her beckoned. His fingers pushed her lips apart, his tongue laving each spectacular fold as his tongue moved closer and closer to the tiny core housed within.

      She gasped and threw her head back when his tongue touched her tender center. Larsen latched on, sucking it, drinking in the scent and taste of her, becoming intoxicated on the sensations.

      Shortly, she climaxed, her legs clamping around his head as she arched against his mouth. When she floated down from her ecstasy, she lay there, the picture of fulfilled womanhood, breathing heavy, her skin rosy under the olive tone. Reaching up, he traced her nipples with his thumbs, making them tauter.

      At last, she opened her eyes, her languid gaze calling to him. Rising, he removed his pants and climbed on the rock next to her. He tucked a lock of ebony hair behind her ear then leaned in and took her mouth with his, claiming her the way he wanted to take her body. She slid closer and tugged on his arm to allow her under him.

      He shifted his body and, seconds later, was poised above her, his thickness pressing against her entrance.

      “Larsen,” she whispered and thrust her body up.

      As he felt her start to surround him, he plunged deep within, his length completely buried deep. She released a short cry that ended with a moan of pleasure while he gave her all of himself and took all she had.

      An eternity, and yet, what might have been a few moments later, they lay next to each other.

      “We should get back.”

      “Mmm.” Larsen was in a stupor—the singular best and worst thing ever. Shit would be bad if Salvatore found out. “I need to wash in the lake, first. You, too. Can’t have anyone smelling anything on us.” And by damn, that smell was delicious. He inhaled, savoring the scent of them.

      “Just stand on the ledge there” —she pointed— “to the right. You’ll be in the water. It’s quicker, and that way, we don’t have to go into the lake.”
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      Allegra held Larsen’s hand as they made their way back to the monastery. She refused to feel bad for what they’d done. Salvatore’s thoughts on the subject be damned. She loved Larsen, and she would not allow the head dragon shifter to come between them. There was no way he meant it when he’d said no Draecenguard was allowed to leave their post alive. And surely, he’d come off his strict rules about not being involved with their Draecenguard when he saw how much they loved each other. Most assuredly, that would be better.

      A man who loved her—Draecenguard or not—was more likely to be more vehement in protecting his woman than a who did not. She mentioned this to Larsen.

      “Yes, but,” Larsen countered, “a man in love is not likely to think as clearly when he’s charged with protecting the one he loves.”

      “Precisely,” a third voice concurred.

      They both whirled around.

      At the hidden side gate to the monastery was Salvatore, his face as set as the large boulder upon which he sat. “And yet,” he continued, his hard gaze piercing Larsen, “knowing this, and even voicing it now, you have done what you have done.”

      Larsen did not respond. He simply kept his eyes on the head dragon shifter.

      Salvatore’s face remained stoic, though his eyes spoke volumes. “Seems what I feared is true. And neither of you appear inclined to deny it.”

      “I’m not going to put my life on hold because of your asinine rules.” Allegra’s temper had finally gotten the best of her.

      “You, I will see in your room. Immediately,” Salvatore told her. “And as for you,” he whipped his head toward Larsen. “I will see you after. Wait in the main dining hall.”
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      “Do you ever think of her?” Mae asked.

      Griz and Mae were in his workshop, in the tunnels of Bear Canyon Valley. He’d kept this part of the tunnels to himself, mostly. Mostly meaning that Mae and her mate Doc were aware, but no one else.

      Mae’d strolled on in, not a care in the world it seemed, though he could see in the depths of her dark eyes something was weighing on her mind. He’d gone back to sanding and woodworking, staying silent while he waited for her to speak.

      Man, oh man, and when she’d spoken, she’d gone and done it with that one question. Asking did he ever think of her.

      Griz glanced up from the crib he’d been crafting out of oak for Circe’s baby. “Her?” He put on his most innocent look.

      His expression may have been innocent, but by damn, the scar running from his eyebrow to his jaw felt as though it was on fire. Hell, it felt worse than a flame. Felt more like a searing red poker had been placed on his skin.

      Mae raised one brow in her beautiful face. “You don’t have to pretend with me.”

      He strove harder for the innocent mien. Even going for ignorance. His face blank as he could make it, he put down the piece of wood. “Pretend?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re worse than Doc. I swear.” She harrumphed. “You’re going to pretend you don’t know who I’m talking about. And I suppose you’ll say you never think of her.”

      “Never.” The scar burned stronger. He kept from flinching. God knew he wanted to, that was how fierce the pain was.

      “Liar.” Mae pursed her lips. “Unless by never, you mean always.”

      Pretty much, Griz thought, but he’d be damned if he’d share that with Mae. Some things should never leave a man’s lips. Admitting he ever thought of her was one of those things.

      Her.

      Allegra Draecen.

      Now, he found himself fighting not to scowl. On a good day, with a relaxed face, he was well aware he looked fearsome. He never allowed himself to scowl, frown, or grimace because he recognized this made his countenance frightful. Though, truth be told, he doubted Mae would ever fear him.

      “Why are you bringing her up?” He gave in to the sensation and ran a finger along his scar.

      Mae sucked in a breath and puffed her cheeks out, her gaze worried as she studied him. Then she blew the air out and dropped her shoulders. “She sent a letter.” She held out an envelope.

      Griz glanced down quickly then raised his eyes. How’d he miss that? He hadn’t even noticed she’d had anything in her hands. He rubbed the scar again.

      Mae fiddled with the envelope, passing it from one hand to the other.

      Griz lowered his gaze to the cream-colored rectangle once more, stared at it as if it were a rattlesnake. Hell, he could handle a rattlesnake—a whole den of them—better than a letter from Allegra.

      “I didn’t open it.”

      “I wasn’t accusing you.” He gave her a smile he didn’t feel to soften the tone of his words.

      “It was in a larger envelope, addressed to me. Came through the post office. That envelope, I opened, of course. It had my name on it. All that was inside was this.” She held it out to him.

      He sucked in air and took it, studying this one connection to the woman who’d once meant the world to him. Still did, for all intents and purposes, though he hadn’t seen her in… It felt like forever.

      The envelope had two symbols on it. Two letters. That was it.

      The letter A where the return address would have been.

      The letter G where the addressee’s name would have been.

      “How’d you know it was for me? It’s not as though she bothered to put either of our names on here.”

      “Come on.” Mae’s smile was cryptic.

      Mae was probably one of the best friends he’d ever had. At least, in this phase of his life. He’d left the other phases behind, long ago. She was the closest thing he had to a confidante. But there were some things he hadn’t even told her. “You’re not psychic, Mae. How’d you know?”

      “The envelope it was in had her full name on it. An address, too.”

      He scratched at a few days’ growth on his jawline. “What address?” Yes, he’d definitely like to know where Allegra was.

      “I Googled it.”

      “I figured as much. And?”

      “Virtual mailbox.” She shrugged.

      “Not surprising.” He tapped the envelope on his thigh, considering whether he wanted to read it or throw in in the fireplace.

      Now, why did he go thinking a thing like that?

      He tucked it between a couple of boards on the bench, with just the corner sticking out.

      Mae scowled. “Not going to open it?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “I’m worried about you.” She put her arm around him, leaned her head on his side.

      “Don’t be. I’m fine. Been fine for a long time.”

      He felt her shaking her head, but she said nothing.

      Inside him, his bear was perplexed, too. Later, when he was alone, Griz would shift and give the bear his head. Let him run through the woods, burn off the emotions that had surfaced with the envelope.

      But for now, Griz needed to keep Mae and the questions he could tell were burning in her mind, at bay. Mae had heard the name Allegra when she’d asked him about not having a woman. Not having a mate. He’d told her briefly that there’d been a woman, once. A woman named Allegra.

      Mae continued to study him, but he remained silent.

      He didn’t want to talk about Allegra Draecen.

      Not one bit.

      He didn’t want to think of her. Even though she’d left an impression on him that was burning into his heart, his memory, his very soul.
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      The next morning, Griz, in his bear form—a grizzly bear, no less—rambled through the woods at a brisk pace, wavering between a full run and a trot. His bear was panting, heart beating at a breakneck speed.

      “Run all you want,” Griz told his bear in their collective mind. “Run until you can’t run anymore.”

      But Griz no matter how much his bear ran, no matter how much he himself ran, he wouldn’t be able to push Allegra from his mind. Or heart. Or his bear’s heart and mind.

      She haunted him, her memory following him no matter where he went. He’d spent years not remembering her, and then later, he’d spent years trying to forget her, but the scent of the ocean, the wind blowing in the trees, the notes of a song, anything and everything reminded him of the only woman he’d ever loved.

      The night before had been a sleepless one, naturally. And the letter had stayed in its spot between the two boards. Though he’d wondered how she knew to put a G on the envelope. G for Griz. Not L for Larsen, which was the name she used to know him by. The only name he’d had back then.

      After walking Mae to the door, he’d left the woodshop. He couldn’t stay there, not without feeling Allegra’s presence. Not without smelling her.

      He hadn’t told Mae, but his shifter senses had picked up Allegra’s scent and nearly drove his bear mad with the need to roar in despair.

      “You’re not the only one who’s broken-hearted,” Griz reminded his bear.

      His bear growled at him, the sound loud in the forest, bouncing off trees and mountainsides.

      “So much for staying quiet,” Griz grumbled.

      Then his bear froze. He’d heard something. They waited for whatever was out in the wilderness to reveal itself. It wasn’t as though Griz was afraid. Why would he be? A massive grizzly, he had nothing to fear in these forested mountainous lands.

      Almost nothing, he reminded himself, for shifters did have enemies, and some of those enemies were shifters themselves.

      There it was, the sound again. Crunching of leaves, snapping of twigs. His bear made a rumbling sound deep in his chest.

      Another bear stepped into the tiny clearing.

      Griz’s bear narrowed its eyes, appraising.

      With the typical rigmarole of bones crunching, sinew adjusting and shortening, the newcomer shifted into a human form.

      Doc Evans, in rumpled clothing that looked like he’d been wrestling, leaned against a tree, a half-smile on his face.

      Griz’s bear nodded, then Griz shifted into his human form, grimacing at the discomfort shifting caused

      “Thought I’d find you out here.” Doc crossed the clearing at a casual pace, as though he was out for a walk in the park.

      “Pretty good distance from your place,” Griz reminded him.

      “Guess so.”

      It was Griz’s turn to lean against a tree. “Mae send you?”

      “She’s worried about you.”

      Doc was the closest thing to a best friend these days, much like Mae. Griz was almost as close to him as he was to Mae.

      “She needn’t be.”

      Doc made a soft scoffing sound. “Try telling her that.”

      Griz smiled. “I did.”

      “Mm-hmm. Me, too. Doesn’t do any good,” Doc groused, bending to pick up a pine cone and pitching it at a tree.

      “Don’t I know it. But she’s your woman.”

      Doc grinned. “That she is. Don’t think I’d want her to be any different than she is, even though—” He sent another pine cone sailing through the air.

      “Yup. Even though.” Griz nodded. “You can go back and tell her you did your best. You found me, and I’m fine.”

      Doc scrubbed his face. “But you’re not fine. You’re bothered.”

      Griz picked a piece of bark off the tree, rolling it between his fingertips. “Might be. But it’s for me to deal with.”

      Doc exhaled. “She’s not going to be happy.”

      “That’s for you to deal with.” Griz shot Doc a grin, shifted into his bear, and ambled back the way he’d come.
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      “You’re going to him.” Nikola’s tone gave away her sense of betrayal. A personal betrayal.

      As though Allegra’s decision was based on Nikola and nothing else. As though she was abandoning Nikola.

      Allegra leaned her head against Nikola’s shoulder. “I am.” She glanced up at the woman she was close to. As close as sisters.

      A sneer played across Nikola’s features. “Do you even know if he is alive?”

      Turning her gaze toward the window and the view of the sea from far above, high in the Pontic Mountains, Allegra pondered how much she should share with Nikola. “He is.” She would not tell her about the letter. It simply wouldn’t be prudent at this stage.

      Nikola blew out a breath. “There is nothing I can do to change your mind?”

      Allegra tore her gaze away from the glittering waters of the Black Sea. She would miss this view, just as she would miss those she’d come to consider family over the years. “My mind is made up.”

      A tic worked in Nikola’s jawline, giving away so much more than her tone had. “Why now? After all this time, why now?”

      It was Allegra’s turn to sigh. “My dragon will not give me peace if I do not go to him.”

      “So, it is your dragon that wants him? Your dragon is compelling you?”

      A heat rose within Allegra that could only be attributed to her dragon’s emotions, deep within her body, mind, and soul. “Oh, no. Had it been up to me, I’d have been with him long ago.”

      “And if he does not want you?” If nothing, Nikola was persistent.

      Allegra hadn’t considered that possibility. She’d not gotten much further in this effort than finding him, sending the letter, and going there. Not want her? It was unfathomable. Not because it couldn’t happen, but because thinking of it broke her heart.

      She shrugged, unwilling to contemplate a complication such as this.

      “What of Salvatore?”

      Rubbing her temples, Allegra chewed on her lip, her gaze trained on the view out the window. She didn’t want to bear witness to any more of Nikola’s pain. “One thing at a time.”

      A sharp inhaled breath, then Nikola spat the words out. “You aren’t going to tell Salvatore, are you? Is that it? Am I right?”

      A knock on the door was Allegra’s deliverance.

      Nikola gave her a withering stare as she made her way to the door. “To be continued.”

      Not if I can help it, Allegra thought.

      Gabriella peeked her head in the doorway. “Nikola. Salvatore is searching for you.”

      Another hard look from Nikola, and she was gone, closing the door to Allegra’s room behind her.

      Allegra needed to clear her head. The best way to do so would be the one thing which would cause Salvatore to lose it if she indulged. She wanted to shift into her dragon and soar as high as she could. So high the oxygen would thin and make even her dragon lightheaded. That was her desire. A desire she knew would go against one of Salvatore’s directives. Technically, he would probably balk that she thought of these laws as his, but since they came from him and were enforced by him, what else could she call them? How else was she to think of them?

      Salvatore was the leader. He’d rarely had to enforce any of the edicts. All of the family—using the term family loosely, since none of them were directly related—complied with the laws. They knew the cost of disobedience. The cost of giving away their location. Even their very existence.

      With the passage of time, the world had come to regard the dragons as something of a myth. Or as extinct, by the ones who long ago knew of them.

      Dragons had simply stopped being.

      Wiped out by other races, species, and creatures, many thought.

      Never existed, others supposed.

      It didn’t matter what anyone assumed, the importance was to let the world believe they did not exist.

      Allegra took a step closer to the balcony door, standing in front of the glass in the door which long ago held no glass, as the building was constructed by a civilization long gone. The structure had once been a monastery, meant to house and protect the monks, and was fashioned into the mountainside, perched precariously like an eagle’s nest, and equally difficult to reach. The trappings used by monks were no longer needed as the dragon shifters had taken over and made this their stronghold centuries ago.

      Allegra turned the knob and stepped out onto the balcony. She inhaled the crisp mountain air. Deep inside her, the dragon stirred, sensing she was thinking of doing this, and wholeheartedly ready for a shift and a soaring ride amongst the winds.

      It had never been the decision of the dragons within to be kept in this cliffside monastery. Oh, no. It was the nature of dragons to believe they were infallible. That they couldn’t be felled and would always be victorious.

      Allegra scoffed at that silently. If they’d been infallible, there wouldn’t only be nine dragon shifters left in the world. Salvatore said he could find no more. That he’d searched and searched but this was it. Nine of them. So, the dragons were not nearly as indestructible as they thought they were.

      Yet, here she was, thinking of breaking Salvatore’s rules and contemplating entering the outside world. Alone.

      Salvatore’s rules were simple. No dragon was to leave the stronghold unescorted—male or female. No dragon was to fly alone. Nor was any dragon to fly outside of the boundaries of safety as created by the Draecenguard sorceresses. The perimeter set up by the sorceresses was sacred. Not to be crossed without permission. Dragons were to travel in trios of dragons when in dragon form. When they left the monastery vicinity, and only in human form, they were to have their Draecenguard with them.

      And no dragon was to become involved with their Draecenguard.

      She surveyed the land before her. It had been home since she’d been brought to the courtyard here at the monastery as a young dragonling by Salvatore, who’d been older than her.

      She thought back to that day. Her first day here.

      “This is your home,” Salvatore had told her. Then he waved forward a group of youngsters who’d been hiding among the olive trees, behind a well, and in a storage shed. They’d all moved closer, curious expressions on their faces.

      It was clear back then they were dragonlings from their eyes. Only dragons had elliptical vertical pupils, with gold striations that burst outward through the irises like twin sunbursts. And when angered, like golden lightning. Until the advent of contact lenses, it had been nearly impossible for dragon shifters to hide their true selves. Modern technology had helped with this, and Allegra had questioned Salvatore on more than one occasion as to the merits of staying hidden since now they could hide their eyes.

      Salvatore had looked askance at Allegra then told her there were other ways hunters would be able to find them. That not being found by anyone was the only way to guarantee safety. With the advent of a single member of their family being found, all could fall prey to those who wanted to capture or kill them.

      All these years, as usual, Allegra had yielded to Salvatore’s wishes and wisdom because he had kept them safe. One did not question Salvatore.

      Her dragon snarled in Allegra’s mind, urging her to shift, demanding they take to the skies and release all these emotions.

      With a glance toward the horizon, she turned and slipped inside.

      “Soon,” she promised her dragon. “Soon you will take wing.”
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      Griz tossed and turned in his bed. He’d tried to sleep. He’d tried, over and over, but his dreams were plagued by memories.

      Every time sleep took his body, his mind was taken captive. The last time, he relived the first time he’d laid eyes on Salvatore. The time before that, he’d remembered the years of training. Years and years, to become one of the Draecenguard. The first dream had been of the very first moment he’d laid eyes on Allegra.

      All of these memories, and more, replayed in his mind, like a movie on repeat. That was when he’d been called Larsen del Cruz.

      Larsen had been much younger the day he first saw Salvatore. He’d been unsure what path he’d wanted to take with his life, and he’d heard there was a group of shifters who’d composed their own military. Some of the shifters were in the regular human forces, undercover, in a special capacity, answering to human commanders while at the same time, staying in touch with shifter commanders. Other shifters were in forces that were top secret, kept even from the shifter world.

      Larsen had looked into it. Talked to several shifters, even been interviewed by others. He’d been offered an opportunity to be in a secret shifter force and had gone to a designated spot to learn of his assignment and his position.

      He remembered that day so clearly…

      Larsen adjusted his shirt, wanting to make a good impression though he’d been told he had a guaranteed position in the UOU—Unconventional Operations Unit. He’d come to the outpost in the Canadian province, just on the Canadian side of Montana’s border, as instructed. The guard at the outpost gate had waved Larsen in and nodded to the left, indicating to Larsen where to park and wait.

      Larsen stood at parade rest, arms behind his back, waiting alone in an office that was devoid of personal items.

      There were two doors. One he’d come in, the other was on the opposite side, behind the desk. Griz faced that door and waited. And waited.

      His shifter ears picked up the sound of snow crunching beneath boots on the side of the building. Then the sound of keys, one being inserted into a lock. The knob turned, and the door opened.

      In stepped a man who didn’t appear much older than Larsen, but Larsen knew if he was a shifter—and, of course, he had to be, for why would a non-shifter be in a shifter military outpost?—it would be difficult to discern age, as shifters did not mature at the rate of humans.

      He found it odd the man wore sunglasses. And did not remove them, though he’d entered the building. Larsen studied him. He had an aristocrat’s bearing, not so much one of a military type.

      The man paused, appraising him. “Larsen del Cruz?”

      Larsen nodded. “I am Larsen del Cruz.” That was the name he’d been born with and called until that point. The moniker Griz, was one he acquired later.

      “Salvatore,” the man said. He was a large man. His hair black, his skin an olive complexion, reminiscent of a Southern Italian.

      “Commander.” Larsen nodded his respect and stood at attention.

      A small smile made its way to the man’s face. “Not commander. I am not a military man.”

      Larsen frowned. “Then…” He didn’t finish his thought, which was, what the hell are you—or I—doing here.

      “When the UOU recruits individuals, they give me an option to…” Salvatore paused, as though seeking the right word. “Acquire an operative.”

      Larsen wondered why he’d need operatives and why he wasn’t told about this, but for now, he’d settle on asking one question at a time. “To what end?”

      “We need special guards. It’s a long-term commitment.”

      “And neither the one who recruited me, nor the team that tested me, thought to mention this offer?”

      Salvatore’s face was stoic. “They did not know. This happens above their pay grade, for lack of a better term.”

      “So, I’m recruited, tested, and then someone higher up decides that I should be given this opportunity. Right? And what does this opportunity entail? Other than being a special guard, as you said.”

      “Unfortunately, I cannot reveal the details to those who do not sign on.”

      Larsen fought back the laugh but lost as a chuckle made its way past his lips. “So, sign up and then we will tell you what you’ll be doing? You actually get anyone to accept those terms?”

      Salvatore nodded. “We do. The team is elite. It entails a lifetime commitment.”

      Larsen did a doubletake. “Lifetime? That’s a long time for a shifter. No one has ever left the position?”

      “Not alive.”

      That didn’t sound good. “Meaning they died in their position or were killed for leaving it?”

      “No one has ever wanted to leave it.”

      That meant they died in the line of duty. “Sounds dangerous.”

      “It can be.”

      Now, why the hell did that intrigue him? Larsen had no idea. But it did. It absolutely captivated him to hear the challenge in the words Salvatore spoke. “Lifetime, huh?”

      Salvatore nodded.

      It took Larsen all of thirty seconds longer to decide. “I’m in.”

      “Welcome to Draecenguard.” Salvatore removed his glasses.

      Larsen lost his footing. “This can’t be.”

      “It is so.”

      He shook his head. “No. They don’t exist. They—you—were killed of ages ago.”

      Salvatore sighed. “Then how do you explain this?” He pointed to his eyes. Dark-brown eyes, vertical slits for pupils, surrounded by golden lines that traveled throughout his irises.

      “I can’t fathom it.”

      Are you ready to travel to your new training grounds? Afterward, you’ll be taken to your new home. But not until your training is complete.”

      That had been Griz’s first meeting with Salvatore. A man who’d become like a family member over the passage of time.

      Griz rolled over. He’d been asleep. In his mind, Griz’s bear grumbled, still sleepy. He adjusted the sheets and closed his eyes again.
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      Allegra had no longer been a dragonling the day she met him. She’d been a young woman, by then.

      Him. The one she’d known as Larsen del Cruz. He had a new name now, but to her, he would always be Larsen. Larsen, the Draecenguard who was part of the team assigned to protect her.

      She walked down the stairs which led from her quarters to the courtyard. The same courtyard she’d been taken to when Salvatore first brought her into the family. Though she had no recollection, no memories of any life before then. The same courtyard she’d been sitting in, years after that first day, when Salvatore had returned from one of his excursions. She’d no idea where he had gone, but the moment he stepped through the monastery’s thick metal, battle-scarred door, followed by two men and a woman Allegra had understood this was the new team of Draecenguard. They were the ones who would be assigned to protect her. Her own Draecenguard, specifically. A sorceress to weave a spell to hide a dragon’s aura and presence—too bad the sorceress couldn’t cast a spell to hide dragon eyes—and two bear shifters to guard against any who might pose a physical threat to their charge. Each of the dragons at the monastery had a team. Except for Salvatore. For reasons Allegra did not know, Salvatore had no Draecenguard. Allegra had been the last to receive hers.

      Combined, all eight sorceresses created a ward that would protect the monastery’s inhabitant when they took to the air, hiding them from view. It took all eight sorceresses, and the protected air space the dragons could fly in was limited, and only in the immediate vicinity of the monastery.

      Allegra recalled the day she met her Draecenguard well. Would one ever forget the day she met the man who claimed her heart? She sighed. First, Allegra had met her sorceress, Ilona. And the two bear shifters, Krisztián and Larsen. She tried to pull herself away from the memories. Away from the time Larsen had been such a force in her life. Away from the betrayals, the disappointments, and the heartbreaks.

      And yet.

      She blew out a breath as she opened the door that led from her quarters to the courtyard. She didn’t need to think of those times now. In her mind, her dragon snarled. Whether in agreement or not, Allegra wasn’t sure.

      In the courtyard, she found Krisztián and Bence. Bence, who’d become Larsen’s replacement. Every time she looked at Bence, she couldn’t help but think of Larsen. Of those days, of the forbidden days. She forced a smile to her face and greeted her Draecenguard.

      Krisztián cut her a look. “What’s on your mind?”

      Handsome, as it seemed all the bear shifters were, he was dark-haired and fair-skinned with eyes that drifted from green to brown according to his emotions. And long ago, he’d been Larsen’s best friend.

      She reached out and took his hand, giving it a squeeze. “What makes you think anything is on my mind?”

      “Maybe having been around you for—oh, I don’t know—decades.” He nodded, a gleam in his gaze. “That would be why I can tell when you’ve got something cooking in that head of yours.” He tapped her temple lightly. “Not to mention, I know a thing or two.”

      That he did. She gave him an appreciative glance then playfully pushed his hand aside. “I was thinking I’d like to go into the city.”

      “The city.” His gaze narrowed. “Which city? Have you run this by Salvatore?”

      Her playful mood vanished. “Must you be a father figure as well? Isn’t Salvatore enough of one?”

      Bence, silent thus far, cleared his throat. “We aren’t your father figures. We have a role. A calling, if you will, to keep you and your kind safe. We cannot let you down. Especially not—” He clamped his lips tightly.

      She knew what he meant by especially not. He meant especially not after the Larsen del Cruz fiasco. For that was how they considered it. A fiasco. A disgrace, actually.

      “We care about you. Surely by now, you realize we are all family.” This came from a third voice.

      Allegra turned around. Ilona, the sorceress of her Draecenguard trio had approached silently. In her mind, Allegra chastised her dragon for not warning her of an approach. Also, in her mind, her dragon shrugged, for Ilona was not a threat. Allegra frowned, wanting to discuss her dragon’s unilateral decision on matters such as this, but, at the present moment, she had her Draecenguard to contend with.

      She said to Ilona, “I was just telling the guys I’d like to go into the city.” She gave Krisztián a pointed look. “And Krisztián believes he’s my warden.”

      Ilona took Allegra by the shoulders. “He does not. He merely wants to keep you safe. After—”

      Allegra snorted. “Yes. After. Well, it’s been ages.” She tapped Krisztián on the chest. “Ages. And it was not your fault.”

      Ilona shook her head. “We have all taken that failure to heart. It was all our faults. We should have seen it coming.”

      Allegra stared at her feet. “How could you have? It was kept from you.” She didn’t want to relive those days. She didn’t want to recount her part in the matter. Nor did she want to revisit the heartbreak of losing someone she should never have loved. “Please forgive yourselves. It has been so long, and there have been no other incidents.”

      Her dragon snapped at her in her mind then issued a low growl in warning.

      Allegra whirled around. Salvatore was approaching.

      Salvatore, dragon shifter and leader of their group, approached. “Which city is it you wish to visit?”

      “You’ve been eavesdropping,” Allegra accused.

      “Voices carry,” Salvatore said. Dark-skinned, even darker skinned than Allegra, with those almost-black eyes of his that highlighted the gold sunburst of his dragon. “Which city, then, Allegra? Istanbul? Athens? Rome?”

      Allegra fought a battle within herself to keep from looking away from Salvatore’s intense gaze. She locked eyes with him. “I was thinking of another place. One we’ve not visited in a long time.” Since before Larsen, she wanted to say, but didn’t.

      Salvatore cocked his head, distrust evident in the frown between his brows. “Continue.” He waved her on with his hand, urging her to finish her thought.

      She had a sneaky suspicion he knew where she was going with this and merely wanted to force her to speak the words out loud. “I was thinking a little farther. Perhaps Chicago?”

      Ilona’s gasp was almost not audible. The two bear shifters, Krisztián and Bence remained silent.

      The courtyard was otherwise eerily empty. There’d been a few meandering about when Allegra had arrived. A couple dragons and their Draecenguard. But now, no one. No one other than Salvatore, Allegra, and her three Draecenguard.

      Salvatore’s eyes became slits, his expression unfathomable. “We have not been to the New World—”

      “No one calls it that anymore,” Allegra corrected him. “Most everyone calls it America. Or the United States. U.S. for short.”

      “I’m well aware.” His tone was curt, clearly not appreciating her interjection.

      “And it’s not like we haven’t been there since it became a country.” Allegra knew she was adding more fuel to the fire that was clearly burning in Salvatore at her suggestion they go to America. “We were there before—” She was going to say before Larsen became part of her Draecenguard, but bit down on her lip swiftly. His was not a name she wanted to utter in front of Salvatore.

      He made a horizontal slashing motion with his hand, signaling she’d said enough. “Yes, that was before. We are a select few. We cannot afford to have our numbers decimated by the vagaries of those who are careless.”

      Next to Allegra, Ilona’s sharp intake of air was followed by Krisztián letting out a low hiss. Allegra appreciated these two of her Draecenguard who’d been a part of her life the day they lost Larsen had never forgiven themselves. She’d tried—Lord knew, she’d tried—to get them to understand they’d not been at fault. The fault had fallen squarely on her and Larsen’s shoulders. And he’d paid the ultimate price, or so they thought.

      Allegra was aware Larsen—who currently went by Griz—was alive. Salvatore had left him for dead, but he had not died. She understood that now. He had also insinuated Larsen had agreed to let his relationship with Allegra go. That was the part which hurt the most. That Larsen could walk away so easily.

      She studied the mountains in the background, avoiding Salvatore’s discerning gaze because the man could read her. Had been able to do so quite well for a long time. Allegra had managed, on their last trip to Rome, to hire someone who could find him. She’d learned he was in the Northern United States, in an area called Bear Canyon Valley. And she’d sent a letter. All of this she’d managed thus far without Salvatore’s detection. This was a feat on its own. She’d also managed it without most of her Draecenguard’s awareness. That had been even more difficult, for they were not permitted to let her out of their sight when they left the Pontic Mountains.

      One of her Draecenguard had figured it out. Krisztián realized what she was up to. And he’d agreed to keep it secret.

      A surge of guilt at having deceived those charged with protecting her rushed throughout Allegra’s mind. Her dragon pushed back the guilt, for her dragon’s insistence that they find Larsen and his bear was possibly more powerful than Allegra’s own desire to do so.

      Bence stepped closer, almost between Allegra and Salvatore. “How about a trip to Sicily? A little shopping and sightseeing? It’s been ages since we were there.”

      Allegra could easily see what he was doing. Playing peacekeeper, as always. She gave Bence a smile. “That sounds good.”

      Salvatore studied them both, lips pursed in consternation. “I’ll make the necessary arrangements.”

      Allegra nodded. Clearly, Salvatore had no idea of her resolve.
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      The sky was still dark, but would be a short matter of time before dawn made an appearance. Allegra didn’t plan to be around then. She grabbed her small pack, one that she could carry in her dragon’s talons after she shifted. It was now or never. Or at least, it was now or maybe much, much later, as Salvatore had already booked their passage to Sicily, booked hotels, made all the necessary preparations. He’d given them all their passports, identification papers, etc., and told them to pack for the trip.

      It was better than Allegra could have hoped for, as she was worried about how she’d travel from one country to another while Salvatore had her identification. He kept everyone’s papers in a safe while they were in the monastery. She’d never paused to think of it before, but it was such a controlling gesture.

      She silently thanked Bence for the idea of going to Sicily. It was perfect.

      Allegra slipped out of the corridor into the dark courtyard and paused, listening, making sure she was alone. She concentrated with her dragon’s hearing, focusing, trying to pick up the sounds of heartbeats and breathing, but the area was silent. All the dragon shifters, bear shifters, and sorceresses were safely ensconced in their rooms, cozy in their beds while she made her escape.

      Across the courtyard, she padded softly. She’d have gone from her own room if she hadn’t been trying to carry her satchel. She’d have leapt from the balcony, shifted midair, and taken flight from there.

      Too risky. And leaving her satchel behind? Not an option. She needed it. Her clothing and papers were contained within.

      She’d contemplated the risk of tossing the bag and shifting then diving to catch it midair, but what if she missed? What if the bag hit the landed in the trees, forcing her to shift back to her human form to climb up to fetch it? Then she’d have been stuck in her human body until she could build up the strength and stamina to shift again. And that took hours. It was no small thing to shift into her dragon then back into her human. And definitely not something she could do repeatedly on whim. It would have forced her to walk through the forest. Slow progress, and with a chance of being found.

      Hence, she needed room to shift into her dragon, then to be able to pick up the bag with her dragon’s talons and take wing. Yes, she’d thought out her plan quite wel—

      What was that sound?

      A low growl. It came from that area, right—

      She scanned the other side of the courtyard with her extraordinary dragon vision. There he was, their hound. She squatted, and the dog came running her way, his tail wagging enthusiastically. As he reached her, she patted his head and leaned close to his ear.

      “Keep my secret, Emilio,” she beseeched the dog in a low whisper. “I’ll miss you, old one, but I have to go.”

      With a final pat on his head, she made her way to the end of the courtyard where the low stone fence overlooked the steep mountainside. She dropped the satchel and took a deep breath, then closed her eyes and yielded to her dragon.

      The shift came quickly, with an explosive force, as her dragon was more than ready to be in control. Ready to begin this leg of their journey. Of their life.

      Inside, Allegra bit back a gasp as the sensation of sinew and bone stretching, the tearing of muscle, the realigning of her frame to accommodate a creature far larger than her human one wreaked havoc and produced a searing pain.

      The soft popping sounds of bones adjusting and tendons stretching finally stopped, and she heaved a deep breath that filled her dragon lungs with crisp and chilly mountain air. Her dark-green dragon chest puffed out then flattened as she released the breath. Allegra’s dragon lowered her massive head to bump snouts with the dog who watched her, a curious expression in his eyes, though there was no fear in his stance. She sniffed at the dog, then ran her muzzle across the top of his head. He leaned into the warmth of her gesture, then Allegra’s dragon snatched the satchel, spread her wings, and took flight into the darkness.

      She let herself drop until she was skimming treetops to keep from being easily discovered by any humans that might be out in the wee hours of the morning. Unsure how much energy the flight to the nearest large oceanfront town still within the country of Turkey would take, she paced herself and maintained a leisurely speed, confident she would not be discovered as missing for a few hours yet.

      Allegra took one last look back at the monastery, its lights a beacon she would not be following. No, she’d be flying away from that beacon which had served to bring her to the place she’d called home for so very long. In her dragon’s mind, Allegra bid farewell to her beloved dragons, bears, sorceresses, and Salvatore, who’d been like a father to her since the day she arrived at the monastery, with no remembrance of her life, no memory of her past, no recollection of anything but her first name.

      Allegra let one final sigh put the nail in the coffin of her old life and prepared herself for what would come next.

      Her dragon snarled, the sound low and throaty on the night air. It was a snarl of pure joy and anticipation. The dragon wasn’t worried about the ones they’d left behind. Oh, no, the dragon was solely and completely focused on their search for Larsen and his bear. Her dragon was unwilling to listen to the logic stating bear shifters and dragon shifters were incompatible. She didn’t care dragons and bears could not mate and produce offspring. Oh, sure they could do the act, but that was it. No children. Ever. Or so Salvatore had said. Allegra wished she’d asked him more about this, but she knew better than to risk his ire by asking the type of questions which would set him off.

      Salvatore had always said there were too few dragons left behind to have them taking as mates anything or anyone who was not a dragon shifter

      Tell that to my dragon.

      Her dragon roared, the sound reverberating in the forest below them.

      No, Allegra cautioned her dragon. Do not do that. We are trying to go unnoticed.

      The dragon huffed a response, a sound of derision, for they were a mighty dragon, and not easily felled, nor worried about the whims of mankind.

      Foolish dragon, Allegra warned. We are not invincible.

      Another huff from the dragon.

      Allegra did not respond. She would not wish to remind her dragon if they were so difficult to defeat, why were there not more dragonkind in the world? No, it would not do to remind her dragon they could be defeated and had been. That would only bring out the dragon’s aggravation and misery as she mourned those of her kind which had not survived.

      Allegra was unaware of those who the dragon thought of and remembered, for Allegra had no memories beyond the moment she’d approached the monastery. Her
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