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      The girl is not ready. Not yet.

      

      Gracie

      The alien weredragon grabbed me off the rainy street in the middle of the night and brought me back to his lair. Deep underground, inside the hills of his own private forest where he changed into the sexiest man I’ve ever seen. It’s a portal to another world. An alien world. His world.

      Then he just left me here, with nothing but the cold stone and hot fire for company. I don’t know when he’ll be back, or what he wants from me. But I know he’s coming. And I know he wants something from me. I want something from him, too. Even when I don’t want to want him. His fiery eyes fan the flames of the passion inside me, and as much as I want to rebuke his advances and demand to know why I’m here, I don’t feel I can put up much of a fight against his impassioned commands.

      

      Darby

      She was nothing but trouble from the moment I first saw her, and yet she was also my only hope for the future. I would have to make her ready. Explore her passions, try her patience, and incite her rage to see if she could withstand the Trials. Only one who controls the flame can become the weredragon bride I need. Only my true weredragon mate will be able to bear my baby and save my people from extinction.

      But what I don’t need is for her to fall in love. I already learned the hard way that love cannot save a woman from the dragon’s fire.
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      Footfalls behind her told Gracie the men were closing in. The wet pavement threatened to slip her up, and she wasn’t even wearing high heels. But her restaurant-standard non-slip black lace-ups had long since worn out their treads, and the brick paving stones that still served as a roadway in the center of town were wet from an earlier rain. The rainwater splashed up on her legs and muddied her work uniform, a golden mini-dress from the diner, where she had just closed up for the night.

      She dared to glance behind her as she rounded the corner into an alley behind the pizza shop. There were two of them, and they were only twenty feet or so behind her.

      Her best friend would be closing up at the pizza place right about now, and Gracie happened to know that Molly kept the back door unlocked while she swept, mopped, and took out the trash. As she swung wide into the alley, there it was—that narrow shaft of light that gave a clear sign the door was propped open, if ever so slightly, to prevent Molly from locking herself out by accident.

      Gracie made for the door and dashed inside, kicking the block of wood that had propped it open into the kitchen as she crossed the threshold. She pulled the door shut behind her and breathed a sigh of relief when she heard the catch of the automatic lock.

      Suddenly aware of her relative safety and the craziness of what had just happened, she laughed out loud and then called for Molly.

      A steady murmur of spraying water and pop music echoed through the back of the shop. Gracie kept calling Molly’s name as she tramped through the kitchen and into the prep room, where she found her friend washing dishes and dancing, and mangling the lyrics of the song playing on the radio.

      “Molly!” Even when she was standing in the same room, Gracie could scarcely be heard. Her chest heaved and her heart raced. She bent down and put her hands on her thighs as she leaned her butt against the wall.

      “What the –”

      “I don’t know.” Gracie was still trying to catch her breath. Her face felt hot, and her heart was pounding at twice its normal speed. She silently chided herself for smoking that pack of cigarettes with her friends over the weekend and for not going to the gym yet at all this week to make up for it. She was a curvy girl—well endowed in all the right places, but she wasn’t muscular. And she wasn’t a runner.

      “There were two guys—older.” Gracie swallowed. “One of them…had a scar.” She waved at her face as if to indicate a line on his right cheek from the top of the ear to just under his chin.

      “What about them? They were in here tonight asking about you.” Molly stopped spraying the dishes. “Are you OK?”

      “They came in for pizza? What did you tell them?” The thought that her best friend had led them right to her gave her a cold chill all over her damp shoulders.

      “Relax, I just told them you didn’t work here anymore. They were creepy. What happened?”

      Gracie took a minute to catch her breath and then told Molly about the two freakishly huge guys in trench coats who’d come to the diner while she was working and had nothing but coffee for hours. One was bald and the other had a scar. Both of them seemed out of place, and she had the strange feeling that they were watching her. Then later, just as she was trying to close up, they’d approached her and asked if she needed a ride.

      “A ride home?”

      The two exchanged a look. Why anyone would assume that the night manager at a diner wouldn’t have her own way home was odd enough, but add that to the fact that they were strangers in this town, and it was downright bizarre. If she did need a ride, they’d have been the last ones she’d have asked.

      “OK, so you said thanks but no thanks.”

      “Uh-huh, and they paid their bill in cash. But then they didn’t leave.”

      “What do you mean? You had to lock up.”

      “Yeah, but they just stayed there in the parking lot. I could still see their car from inside when the cook left.”

      “And you didn’t ask him for a ride?”

      Gracie gave Molly a look that said she had to be kidding. The night cook was the owner’s nephew. He acted like he owned the place because, let’s face it, one day he would. He had a penchant for bad jokes and cruel sarcasm that Gracie endured only out of necessity, but asking him for a ride home would have undone months of effort on her part to blow him off.

      “Right, yeah, that’s dumb.” Molly broke out into a giggle. But then she thought about it again and asked, “Wait, why didn’t you call me?”

      Again, Gracie offered a rather perturbed expression. “When’s the last time you checked your phone?”

      Molly’s face fell when she realized she hadn’t been paying any attention to her phone. “Oh, shit—I don’t know.” She dried off her hands and shoved one into her jeans pocket. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’m here now.” Gracie’s heart rate and breathing had slowed down. She pushed off from the wall and took a few steps toward Molly.

      “Wait, you said they chased you here. What do you think they want?” Molly was still catching up.

      “Tell you the truth, I don’t know. But do you think you can get your brother-in-law to pick us up?”

      “But I have my car.”

      “Yeah, I know, but…maybe he could just pick me up? I think maybe it would help.”

      “Why, do you think they’re still out there?” Molly’s face looked haunted.

      Gracie thought about it and answered in a speculative tone. “I mean, they waited for hours just to try to get me alone. Then they waited again outside the diner in the rain, and when I wouldn’t stop to talk to them, they chased me all the way here on foot. So yeah, I’d be willing to bet they’re still out there.”

      Molly’s face turned ashen. She jammed a hand into her back pocket and revealed a business card. Holding it out to Gracie, she said, “Maybe this would be a good time to tell you. They’re not the only ones who came around asking about you.”

      “What? What are you talking about?” Gracie took the business card from Molly’s outstretched hand. It felt and looked just like parchment, and it had gold lettering and trim.

      
        
        William A. Darby

      

      

      The name stood alone on the front, as did the phone number on the back. The number wasn’t local.

      “He said to call if you had any trouble.” Molly looked guilty.

      “What do you think he meant by that?”

      “Well, at the time I wasn’t sure. But now…” Molly raised her eyebrows as if it were obvious.

      It was obvious, but Gracie couldn’t comprehend what the hell was going on. Now it wasn’t just a couple of guys, but an altogether different guy looking for her, too. What, was she on America’s Most Wanted or something? It just didn’t make any sense.

      “When was that? Tonight?”

      Molly nodded.

      “What did he look like?” Gracie wondered if she might have seen him at the diner, too. And she was hoping he didn’t resemble the two goons who’d chased her here.

      Molly’s eyes grew wide; her tone changed completely. “Oh, you would have liked him. He was tall…and well, hot, really. So I took his card and asked him, ‘What about me? What if I get in trouble?’ But he just smiled, and then he turned around and left.”

      Gracie narrowed her eyes, giving her friend a sideways glance. She was doubtful that Molly had said any such thing to William A. Darby, but at the moment, she was more interested in thinking about who he might be and why he’d shown up at the pizza place looking for her.
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      The two hired guns who had chased Gracie Roberts into the alley were now camped out in the shadows across the street, apparently waiting for her to reemerge. Darby had spotted their car in the diner’s parking lot and followed the sound of their footsteps to discover them here. He narrowly escaped being seen himself, but he was sure he had not been discovered. After all, they were only humans and did not have a heightened sense of hearing like weredragons such as himself.

      He was troubled by the sudden presence of humans, though. That complicated things. The fact that Badrick even sent humans to do his bidding showed just how desperate he’d become. No weredragon should ever involve humans unnecessarily. This went against their solemn creed.

      Badrick had to be reined in.

      But that wasn’t Darby’s problem. That was Cederic’s concern. Cederic was older and powerful enough to contain Badrick. Darby waited for the two bruisers to contact their master with an update. If he was lucky, the rogue weredragon might even show himself. Then he would call in all the others as reinforcements to help deal with him. There was nothing more dangerous than a rogue weredragon.

      But for now, Darby did not sense his presence.

      His concern at the moment was Gracie. She had been promised to him, and he would not let Badrick’s men accost her. He hadn’t originally planned on collecting her just yet, but if his hand was forced, he would rather claim her now than let her fall into Badrick’s hands.

      For the moment, he would wait silently.

      A light drizzle picked up after a few minutes, and Badrick’s tough guys grew restless. Darby’s eyes burned with an inner fire as he waited for them to make a decision. Just when it looked like they had decided to return to their car, a blue pickup truck came barreling through the brick-lined street. The men scurried back to the shadows as the truck rolled through the stop sign and turned up the road. It stopped at the end of the alley, and its driver honked twice in the direction of the pizza shop.

      Darby needed to reassess his position. If Gracie came out now, the truck would be blocking his path to her. The ruffians would have a clear line to the girl from the other side. For his part, it didn’t look like the driver of the pickup was planning to get out of his vehicle, so that would mean Badrick’s men also would have the jump on him, assuming he even tried to intervene.

      Darby had hoped that it wouldn’t come to this, but as he set out to cross the street, the scene was already unfolding. It was time to take action.

      Darby’s giant, bat-like dragon wings now began unfolding about two feet above his head as he walked out into the street. He began the transformation into his full dragon form as he broke into a run through the rainy street. With a barbaric shout, the weredragon leapt into the air and morphed into a creature more than twenty feet long with a twenty-five foot wingspan. The shape of his head lost any semblance of humanity and in seconds had transformed into a living, fire-breathing dragon’s head.

      The dragon trained its eyes on the scene ahead. Everything was happening just as Darby had predicted it would unfold: Gracie was halfway between the pizza shop’s back door and the pickup truck, with the other woman following just behind. The two punks had just emerged from the shadows and were making their way toward her.

      Two flaps of his wings carried Darby thirty feet into the air, and he descended into the midst of the scene. Gracie seemed oblivious to the danger she was in. She didn’t appear to have seen the men lurking in the shadows because—well, because there was an enormous dragon bearing down on her at the moment. And the pickup truck driver hadn’t even gotten out of his cab. Perhaps things were all happening too quickly for his human reflexes, or perhaps he didn’t care a whit about Gracie.

      Either way, Darby didn’t wait for an invitation. He swooped down and snatched Gracie right off the ground, while she protested and flailed her arms and legs, kicking and punching the dragon’s armored chest until her sore fists made her reconsider that approach. He barreled through the night sky about 50 feet above the horizon while the girl wailed and cursed at him for saving her. He would have liked to drop her into the river if she hadn’t already been promised to him.

      Controlling one’s temper while in dragon form and retaining some aspect of humanity was never an easy feat, but the task was made that much harder for Darby that night by the human’s ceaseless protestations. And yet he had to tolerate her.

      He flapped his wings again, lifting ever higher into the air. Too far above the rooftops for the girl’s screams to be heard by those sleeping citizens below. Darby focused his dragon mind around his only goal: to get the girl back to his lair, where he would teach her to show him respect.

      He did not enjoy making public appearances, especially not in his dragon form. And he expected to be rewarded for his efforts. Gracie might have been young, but she would have to learn the ways of the weredragons now. Once she’d been taken, there was no turning back.

      Success in this endeavor meant everything. Failure was death.

      Darby flapped his giant wings and climbed up over the treetops of the valley, and then turned at an angle before working his way up the hillside. The moon hung in the sky like a gigantic lantern as the dragon ascended over the canopy of the ancient forest, his arms cradling the girl who had begun to lose her urge to fight. Her sobs could be heard on the wind above the trees, but her voice was lost by the time it reached the crickets and frogs in the forest below.

      Darby’s eyes glowed of a red-orange flame as he scanned the hillside for the dark recess that led to his lair. Weredragons were notorious loners, and Darby was no different. He held a huge swath of property outside of the city and didn’t like people or governments encroaching on his space. He admitted no one into his lair—especially not humans.

      This was the one exception.

      The entrance to the cave could only be seen from below, when flying up the hillside as Darby did now. Otherwise it was hidden by the overhanging rock and thick canopy of greenery. Gracie let out a gasp as the dragon made his vertical ascent, and then seemed to faint while he was navigating the dark halls of the cave entrance: a system of rooms and narrow passes that had never been drawn up on official maps. The path for him was well worn. Etched into his memory. Even if he didn’t have the keen senses of a weredragon to see in the dark, he would have known each dip and turn by heart.

      Darby had maintained this lair for a long time, and he did not intend to change a thing. Well, except the one thing that would have to change: the weredragon would have to procreate.
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      When Gracie awoke, she was sure she’d had some kind of nightmare. But as her eyes adjusted to the firelight, she realized to her horror that it had all been very real, and she was now in some cave with this…this creature who didn’t seem to be around at the moment. But still, miles from home, and she couldn’t even say for sure where, because it hadn’t used any roads to get here.

      But that couldn’t have happened. She couldn’t have flown here. Could she?

      She sat up and looked around. She was laid out on a mat of dried grass about ten feet long by ten feet wide, in the middle of an underground chamber roughly thirty feet by fifty feet. The mat seemed to be the only thing resembling “creature comforts” anywhere—save the fire, of course. She tilted her head back and watched as the sparks from the raging blaze flew up into the hundred-foot clearance above. The light played off the rocky walls, creating shapes and shadows as the smoke was carried off by an unseen channel of air moving through the networked chambers of the underground cavern.

      Gracie looked down and realized she was still wearing her uniform from the diner: a golden polyester mini-dress complete with its off-white apron, trim, and collar, and a maroon bow at the throat just because. That part had always annoyed her. That damn bow was so old-fashioned.

      Not that anyone had ever asked her what she thought about the uniform.

      She dug around in her apron for her cell phone, hoping to call for help, but quickly discovered that there was no service.

      Of course. She was god-knows-how-far underground.

      “Damn it!” She wanted to hurl the useless gadget against the rock wall, but then thought better of it. She turned it off to save the battery and wondered if she might be lucky enough to find an escape route as long as the dragon wasn’t there. Who could say when it might be coming back?

      After walking around the well-lit area of the cave a few times and wondering what secrets might be lurking in each of the dark recesses that surrounded her, those that weren’t accessible by foot, Gracie found herself growing ever more anxious as she tried to figure out what to do. There didn’t seem to be any way out—not for people who walked on two legs, anyway.

      The dragon was gone for now, but it was sure to return.

      What did he want? Why had he brought her here?

      When Gracie had all but given up and was ready to sit down and cry, she heard the unmistakable screeching of bats in another underground chamber beyond her sight. Soon after, the flap of wings could be heard again—big wings this time. Giant wings. And then the dragon emerged from the darkness into the glowing light of the cave.

      It was a fearsome sight indeed. Even more so now that she could make out all of its features. Its body was long and narrow, the torso covered in iridescent, bluish-green scaled armor. Its form tapered down gradually from its middle and extended into a spiny tail. Its wings were powerful but incredibly thin, and it seemed capable of hovering just off the ground for as long as it pleased.

      Gracie jumped in fear and edged backward toward one of the cave’s shadowy corners as the dragon landed on the far side of the fire. She was sure it was about to cook her and eat her, or—did dragons cook their food? The very thought of herself as food about to be cooked made her want to gag.

      As she backed into the corner, with her eyes fixed on the beast, she could barely believe what she saw: the dragon landed, and as it took its first few steps, it transformed into the figure of a man. Right in front of her eyes. She would never have believed it possible if she hadn’t seen it herself, but there he was.

      And damn if he wasn’t exquisite to look at!

      Gracie’s eyes grew wide with interest as the man, all seven feet of his toned, muscular body and long, wavy blond hair, walked up to the fire and put out his hands as if to warm them. As if he was cold.

      Well, he should have been cold. He was stark freaking naked!

      The way his skin glowed in the firelight made Gracie’s mouth go dry. He hadn’t seemed to notice her, which was good because she wasn’t quite able to absorb all of this. The man’s chiseled face was disarming, but his tight, muscular physique was downright captivating. She edged around to the side a bit, her curiosity at his nakedness getting the better of her. She wanted to get a look at whatever he was rocking between those beefy thighs of his. The rest of him was the very picture of dreamy.

      As if he could hear her thoughts, or maybe because he’d sensed her movement, the man looked right at her. Even in the shadows, it appeared he could see her. His eyes glowed red-orange—or was that the reflection of the firelight? It was hard to say, but Gracie felt as if she’d been caught looking when she shouldn’t have and ducked down instinctively. But there was no place to hide.

      The dragon man had seen her, and he was coming right toward her. His long strides and sure footing conveyed confidence with every step as he closed the distance between them in just a few seconds. When he approached, however, he was backlit by firelight such that Gracie couldn’t make out the expression on his face. He towered over her in what she was sure would be her final moments as she crouched down. Small in the cold corner of the cave.

      She’d lost all interest in checking out his man parts, although from here it was clear he was well endowed. Enough to scare her, anyway, and to settle any question as to how he got that swagger.

      She was sure she was about to die.

      “Gracie Roberts. Stand up.”
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      If Darby had needed any proof that she wasn’t ready, the girl’s reaction to this situation would have topped his list. But he knew she was unprepared. That much was a given. Plus she was young, and he knew the road ahead would be made that much more difficult for all of these reasons.

      Still, he believed he could make her ready. He’d done it once before. Only…it hadn’t worked out all that well in her case.

      Darby had mistakenly thought that love was the crucial component to transforming a human and making her ready to receive his baby. Far from being a useful catalyst, however, his love for the woman he mated had only brought him years of suffering after his attempts to transform her failed, and she died in his arms without conceiving a child.

      For a long time after that, Darby had believed it was not possible to breed with humans. Without progeny he was destined to die alone on this forsaken planet.

      But then there had come the recent news from across the world. One of the other exiled weredragons was said to have successfully bred with his dragon mate. They had already been granted re-entry to the home world through one of many underground portals inside the Earth, and all of the other weredragons trapped on the planet were eager to follow his lead.

      If Darby could not procreate, he would be doomed to perpetual solitude, his immortal life on Earth a hollow prize when no woman could ever mate with him. And he would not be allowed to return to his home planet without a mate. Only by breeding successfully with his dragon mate could he earn the right to return from exile. And while all of the weredragons had produced human offspring—their immortal lives on Earth had yielded hundreds of descendants—what their race needed more than anything was weredragon younglings. And that was a much bigger challenge.

      Darby had believed that his first bride would be strong enough. That their love for each other would be enough. When he was proven wrong, though, he scoffed at his boyish notion that love would somehow conquer all. Was ashamed of his naïvety and swore never to be so foolish again.

      With Gracie it would be different. She already carried the dragon’s blood in her veins. She was a human descended from weredragons, and that would make all the difference. If his compatriots around the world were to be believed, anyway, mating with a weredragon’s human descendant could yield viable results. And although he hadn’t seen the younglings for himself, he had no reason to doubt the news. Besides, at this point, he was ready to try almost anything. Efforts were underway to identify all of the human offspring the weredragons had produced over the centuries, but for now, there was Gracie Roberts. She was known to be descended from the Black Stone line, a strong lineage with a proud heritage among his people.

      Darby looked down at the girl’s curvy figure and suppressed the urge to forgo the formalities and have his way with her now. His animal passions would have to wait. This was no time to rush in. She deserved the chance to prove her worth.

      “Stand up. Now, Gracie.” He didn’t have much patience for whimpering, and he was starting to wonder if he’d made the wrong decision in rescuing her after all. Surely she was too weak. She shuddered and cowered before him. But somehow the young woman managed to pull it together and make herself get up off the mat. She rose to her feet and took a deep breath, remaining calm—at least for the moment. And although her eyes were wide with fear, she appeared to have suppressed her need to cry.

      Good.

      Gracie’s buttery, coffee-colored skin glowed warm in the firelight. Her long, dark braids had been pulled back into a ribbon at the base of her neck. She was not all that attractive at first glance, although Darby found her buxom figure enticing. Her legs were bare from the hem of her miniskirt to the tops of her anklets, and the sight of so much hairless female flesh was not lost on him.

      He turned and walked a few paces to one side, eying the girl’s features as he moved around her in an arc. His eyes glowed red-orange as his blood surged with desire. She was luscious. Ripe. Soft, with rounded features. His vision was so keen that he could practically undress her with his eyes, and he liked what he saw.

      She was tall for a human, and she more than adequately filled out the curves in her dress. He made note of the way her mini-skirt showed off her shapely, rounded ass, the ruffled skirt underneath doing its job in flirting with his mind’s eye.

      God, how he would love to split those legs wide open.

      But all of that would have to wait.

      First, he had to determine if she was worthy. If she could withstand the heat, the passion, the flame that was a dragon’s nature, to be given the opportunity to evolve into something more. And to bring about the next generation of weredragons.

      “Open your blouse.”

      Her gaze had so far been straight forward as though she was under review in some kind of military inspection, but it snapped to his face, locking with his fiery eyes—almost as if in a battle of wills, in response to his command.

      “Unbutton your shirt. I won’t tell you again.” Darby’s eyes narrowed to slits. He knew he could split her top wide open with a single slash of his claw, could burn the whole outfit to cinders with a single breath in his dragon form. But he wanted her to do it.

      She glanced at him before looking straight ahead again. Her hands flew to her collar, and she unbuttoned the top button with slow, sure hands.

      Good.

      “Don’t stop,” he instructed when she hesitated after the first button. Her chest heaved with—what, anticipation? Fear? Yet she went to work on the second button and allowed her blouse to fall open, revealing her ample cleavage beneath. Darby’s desire surged again as he watched her hands hesitate, her hardened nipples pressing through the material of her dress to form rigid little points.

      “Keep going.” His voice echoed against the cave walls. A low rumble that seemed to belong there.

      His blood surged as he watched her.

      Gracie did as she was told. After releasing the third button at her bust line, she did not wait but went right to work on the fourth just below it.

      “That’s it...now slow down.” Again, she responded to his command, slowing her efforts to match her previous pace. As the fourth button came undone, the shirt fell open wide. Darby admired her poise as he watched her waiting with anticipation, her hands at the ready to comply with his next command, her eyebrows raised in longing.

      Very good.

      Her nipples stood erect under the satin lining of her lavender bra, and her breath appeared to be coming in little fluttery spurts. She glanced at him from the side of her eye from time to time, but mostly she stood with her fists to her sides, shifting her weight from one foot to the other as if waiting in rapt anticipation.

      He stepped in close and leaned over to her. She flinched a little but ultimately held her ground as he drew near. He let her feel his hot breath against her cheek. He reached out a hand and rubbed his thumb across the lavender satin of her bra. When she gasped in response, he took hold of her breast and gave it a hard squeeze. He felt her nipple harden under his grasp as her breath caught short. He watched as a shudder passed through her body. Her eyelids closed for a moment, but she stood strong.

      When he was satisfied, he grazed her nipple once more and watched as her face began to glisten.

      Darby traced a line from the apex of her breast down to her belly button. He felt for the hem of her mini-skirt and plunged his hand inside. Laying a flat palm against the front of her panties, he then slid it down between her thighs, pressing with the heel of his hand against her sex.

      Again, he watched her eyelids tremble in response, and the warm wetness that had breached her satin panties confirmed what he already knew: she would take him. She might not know it yet, but she would take him.

      Good.
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      Gracie did not know what in the hell was going on, but she did not want it to stop. She couldn’t process all she’d seen since the pizza shop, nor even what had happened right here in this cave. But right here, right now—she wasn’t complaining.

      The hottest man she’d ever seen in all her life—bar none—was standing naked beside her while he ordered her to undress. And now he was touching her.

      Dear God, did it feel good!

      His red-orange eyes the only reminder of what she’d seen, of what she knew him to be, the man standing in front of her was as fully human as any, and he was making her want him like she never knew was possible. Was it his scent? His breath? Something about him was so raw and untamed—like no man she’d ever met.

      Of course, he wasn’t just a man.

      He turned his back to her and faced the fire, and Gracie took a good look at his generous manhood while she had the chance.

      He was massive in every dimension.

      Even from behind, the view was spectacular, with his yellow hair becoming a halo through the magic of backlighting and the outlines of his plump, rounded shoulders and firm, narrow hips bathed in firelight. His physique was breathtaking. Even in silhouette.

      Especially in silhouette.

      He had the body of a Greek god. Or a demigod.

      Maybe that’s what he was. A demigod.

      The idea didn’t seem altogether farfetched. Gracie didn’t care much what he was at the moment, but she did wish that he would turn back around again. There had to be some reason he was ordering her to undress.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, hoping to recapture his interest.

      The demigod turned around again, but only halfway, as if she’d broken his concentration. “Darby.”

      Gracie didn’t believe she’d heard right. “Excuse me, did you say ‘Darby’?”

      “Yes.” His eyes narrowed again.

      “William A. Darby?”

      He came fully around and began to close in on her. “That’s right.” His voice rumbled through the halls as the fire crackled behind him.

      So the dragon-man demigod who had scooped her up off the street in the middle of the night and literally dragged her kicking and screaming back to his…his lair, for it could only be described as such, was the same one who had gone looking for her at the pizza shop and given Molly his business card—in case she had any trouble.

      “Wait, you were looking for me?” Gracie didn’t care for the moment that she was currently trapped in this man’s cave in a state of semi-undress. She had to know what this was about. “Why were you looking for me at the pizza shop? What’s going on? Why did you grab me and bring me here?”

      Darby took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Then he stared at her for a long moment and said finally, “You are not ready.”

      “Not ready—what does that even mean? Why am I here? What do you want from me?” Gracie took a step toward her captor.

      He whirled around on her and hissed, “To keep your mouth shut.” After a silent moment, he added, “If that’s not too difficult a task.” His eyes narrowed to slits again, and they glowed with red-orange firelight. Gracie felt as if they could almost burn a hole right through her, and she shrunk from their power.

      From that moment, she began to feel a well of rage twisting a knot around in her stomach. His overheated temper kindled the fires of her frustration, but she would not let on.

      She assumed a stoic demeanor, hoping that if she did what he asked, he might see fit to let her go. Instead, she watched in disbelief as William A. Darby took a running leap at the fire and transformed himself into a dragon in midair as he jumped over it, spewing fire at the walls of the cave as he flew out the same way he’d come in.

      Well, that’s bound to give me nightmares.

      Gracie plopped down on the mat. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. She obviously couldn’t leave—there was no way out. And she couldn’t call anyone. Not from here.

      Now that the dragon-man…Darby, she reminded herself. Now that Darby had gone, she felt more alone than she’d ever been in her life. She curled up on the mat as close to the fire as she could get. To keep from crying, she gazed into the embers that fed the flames.

      The burning wood resembled many different things: faces, places, and animals if you looked at them just right. Which Gracie did. She watched as an alligator’s neck got skinnier and skinnier until it disappeared altogether and then morphed into the back of a whale emerging from the sea. She thought she could just make out a rabbit chasing a fox, but then that scene became part of a larger image that looked more like an old-fashioned steam train.

      Eventually, her eyelids got tired and began to close of their own accord, and the sleep that followed buried Gracie’s worries under a heavy blanket of unconsciousness.
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