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Silent Wings & Werewolves

Winged-Shifter Vera Sowy spends her days exploring the vast mountains of her homeland and researching fairy plants. She enjoys her idyllic life and could go on forever if not for the realization that there is trouble brewing with her father's business. She knows by the way he is staunchly avoiding talking about it to her, so she wheedles the truth from his manager, Beau, a snake shifter who had been working with him for as long as she remembers and is not so subtly in love with her. Or at least, he is in the idea of making her his wife.

She finds out from Beau that not only is the family business in trouble, they run the risk of going bankrupt, losing everything they own including their house.

Beau claims it's inevitable, but she is adamant to find a way. In one last ditch effort to save the business, her father books them a a room in the world famous Red Dragon, where they manufacture a chance encounter with Alpha Werewolf and business tycoon James Lycos. The dashing man has the power to bring their business back from the brink of destruction, if they could only convince him that it is in his best interest to do so.

James may not be interested in absorbing their business, but he is definitely interested in Vera...

Vera soon finds herself embroiled in more trouble than she is prepared to handle. The numbers in her father's business isn't adding up and Beau's sudden appearance and hostile behavior only confuses her more. Is he merely jealous of another's man attention towards her, or is it something more?

...

She wanted so badly to move against him, to press their bodies together until there was not an inch of skin between them. The mere thoughts of such intimate touches were enough to make her dizzy.

"Please," she whimpered, the ache of passion knotting her insides. Its sudden presence shook her. The stubble of his beard was pleasantly rough against her sensitive skin. She felt herself slipping again into that mindless oblivion of sensation, pleasure singing on her skin as he deepened the kiss.

Start Reading Here

...

Bound By His Spell

Bruce meets the love of his life at a carnival. She is the loveliest creatures he has ever set his eyes on, large black wings spread out behind her as she swindled him out of his money. He did not expect to fall so hard so quickly, but he was lost when the beautiful angel to pull him into the booth, close the curtains and kiss him. Being with her feels like they were two pieces of the puzzle falling into place. 

He did not expect for her to kick him out just as swiftly and declare that she felt nothing for him. She was hiding something. That much was clear. 

In his effort to discover what she is hiding, he uncovers the truth that is much more devastating than he is prepared for. 

"How far are you willing to go to free her?" 

For her? He could go to hell and back a hundred times over.  

...

Mikayla isn't allowed to fall in love. She had fallen once already to disastrous consequences. The mage who bound her to him was sadistic, taking her pain for his pleasure with bondage and machines, toying with her humiliation until she begs for him to fill her.His love for her is consuming. Devouring.

Her relationship with Bruce was doomed from the start, but when the man continues to return to the carnival, she can't keep herself from falling more and more for him. 

When Damien finds out, there will be hell to pay. 

For just a moment more with Bruce, she is willing to pay any price.

Start Reading Here

...

The Wolf King’s Bride

The soldiers come donned in their best armor with carriages filled with treasures that are of no use to Myra and her dragon siblings. But the swords that they carry with them promise violence should they refuse the king's generous offer.

The king is looking for a bride to fulfil a prophesy and winged shifter Myra ticks all the boxes. 

She is promised a husband who will love and treasure her. 

Only the latter is true. The man she marries is stern and cold, his touch harsh and brutal. She is locked away after he claims her and she finds herself trapped in a part of the castle with others who share the same fate. 

Myra is heartbroken, but she refuses to spend the rest of her life mourning the loss of a husband who did not even bother looking her in the eye. She makes a new life for herself in her new prison, a garden of fruits and vegetables. She is content... until a chance encounter changes everything that she thought she knew.

Start Reading Here

...

Kidnapped With A Werewolf

Tessa Krisley is a strong and independent woman, an executive at her grandfather's company who knows her worth and a beautiful avian shifter with wings that are the envy of many. Yet, whenever she finds herself in Nicholas's Jensen's presence, she loses the ability to string two coherent words together. Nicholas is unfairly handsome with mesmerizing eyes and an intensity to his gaze that makes her shiver with desire, but her shyness around her grandfather's corporate heir prevents her from having any sort of future with the man.

When they are kidnapped together, she must learn to handle her helpless crush on him and make herself useful. With her quick wit and his sharp fangs, she manages to escape with the man of her dreams. Lost in the wilderness with kidnappers afoot, they must learn to trust one another if they want to survive.

Will time spent together allow her to get over her love, or will she convince him to fall for her while figuring out a way to survive?

Start Reading Here
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Winged-Shifter Vera Sowy spends her days exploring the vast mountains of her homeland and researching fairy plants. She enjoys her idyllic life and could go on forever if not for the realization that there is trouble brewing with her father's business. She knows by the way he is staunchly avoiding talking about it to her, so she wheedles the truth from his manager, Beau, a snake shifter who had been working with him for as long as she remembers and is not so subtly in love with her. Or at least, he is in the idea of making her his wife.

She finds out from Beau that not only is the family business in trouble, they run the risk of going bankrupt, losing everything they own including their house.

Beau claims it's inevitable, but she is adamant to find a way. In one last ditch effort to save the business, her father books them a a room in the world famous Red Dragon, where they manufacture a chance encounter with Alpha Werewolf and business tycoon James Lycos. The dashing man has the power to bring their business back from the brink of destruction, if they could only convince him that it is in his best interest to do so.

James may not be interested in absorbing their business, but he is definitely interested in Vera...

Vera soon finds herself embroiled in more trouble than she is prepared to handle. The numbers in her father's business isn't adding up and Beau's sudden appearance and hostile behavior only confuses her more. Is he merely jealous of another's man attention towards her, or is it something more?

...

She wanted so badly to move against him, to press their bodies together until there was not an inch of skin between them. The mere thoughts of such intimate touches were enough to make her dizzy.

"Please," she whimpered, the ache of passion knotting her insides. Its sudden presence shook her. The stubble of his beard was pleasantly rough against her sensitive skin. She felt herself slipping again into that mindless oblivion of sensation, pleasure singing on her skin as he deepened the kiss.
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Vera's wings spread wide to follow the path of the twisting, curving road through the East Greenmore mountainscape, a splash of white on the gray ribbon of concrete winding through the spring-green country. Her sense of direction had always been awful. It would be faster if she could ignore the winding roads and forged her own route, a straight line ahead home, but she had gotten lost enough times to know that her short cuts generally end up taking a longer time if she had just followed the path. 

She was glad for the layers of sunscreen she had slathered on herself. The lingering sun and billowing white clouds in the light blue sky would had burned her skin before she tanned. 

Rounding the curve, she turned her face to hide from the glare of the sun. The speed-generated breeze threatened to tug her auburn hair out of it's bun and then she would really look a mess. At least she had not lost her sunglasses this time. 

Still, she could not really complain. The weather was good enough for her to enjoy the view, which was a rare occurrence in itself. It had been snowing a lot of late and flying in the dreadful wind and snow always made her feel like she was turning into an icicle. 

Contentment etched in her features from a day well spent. 

In her duffle bag, she carried a lightweight camera and a notebook contained scribbled impressions. She had collected a good deal of information on the local flora and fauna. Not many people came to Greenmore, mostly because their ancestors had specifically built the place so that it was not so easily accessible. There were winding roads and treacherous forests with any number of sprites and faeries, gnomes and spirits to keep outsiders from accidentally stumbling upon them. 

They had an airport these days to avoid the treacherous journey, though, and their tourism business did fairly well, especially during the warmer months. 

The beautiful mountains and valleys hid little known species of flower faeries that had never been seen anywhere else. They disguised themselves as dandelion flowers, yellow blossoms exploding into the air whenever one was discovered. She was working on cataloguing their diet and mating habits. It was the season for it, according to her father. There always seem to be an increase in dandelion flowers at the start of the new year, but no one had actually seen how dandelion faeries mate. Some flower faeries species are self-reproducing, carrying both male and female organs, but those flower faeries tend to be on their own.  

She suspects that dandelion faeries might actually be one of few faery species that reproduce with sexual process. Jotted notations reaffirmed the camera's record of dandelion faeries doing complicated dances in the air, the camera's zooming lenses being tested to it's absolute limits to capture the way their wings folded and antenna straightened. They were peculiar looking. All flower faeries were, really. Their wings, when spread completely, looked deceivingly like dandelion flowers in full bloom. Their heads were bright green, as were the rest of their body, which resembled katydids, bush crickets. They would be classified as arthropodes if not for their ability to channel the magical ley lines and build nests where the magical energy were strongest. Their young could channel that magic, protecting themselves from predators with little flashes of light that, to the small predators in the area, resembled mini explosions. 

Vera had spent a good while trying to let them know that she meant them no harm, but several bird species preyed on dandelion flowers and they exploded the moment they were sighted, leaving her rubbing her eyes and disoriented for several seconds after every time. 

She would spend hours hidden among the trees hoping for a sighting with only the natural wildlife to keep her company. It was not all for naught. She had captured the image of a blue mongoose, a species that was nearly extinct due to a period where they were hunted for the unique color of their fur and the ability of the fur to shift to different colors depending on the wearer's mood. She'll have to submit a report to the Nature Preservation Ministry about that sighting. The mountains of Greenmore were protected, but there will always be the greedy businessman trying to clear out land in order to build skyscrapers. Heavens knew they had no need for skyscrapers around these parts.

She was glad that she had chosen to hide atop a tall tree when she spotted a miniature erymanthian boar. Smaller than it's namesake, the miniature erymanthian boar was nothing to laugh about, it's many sharp tusks and terribly short temper making it so much more dangerous than the average boar. There was also the matter of it's liking of fresh meat. 

She shuddered as she took dozens of pictures of the boar. Another reason why tourists were not encouraged to venture into these forests without guides. 

Captivated by the charm of the forest, Vera had tarried longer than she had intended. A glance at her watch made her fold her wings back, increasing acceleration of her wings. The last thing she wanted was for her father to become concerned about her whereabouts. She regretted that she had not charged her phone prior to leaving that morning. He must be worried sick, not being able to contact her. 

Ever since his heart attack last winter, Oswald Sowy had become more conscious of her absences. Her father had always been a little bit of a worrywart, especially when it came to his only daughter. She had spent the majority of her youth exploring these forests with him. He was the one who nurtured the adventurous spirit in her and taught her all the names of the trees and birds they had come across. He encouraged her to explore the forests on her own after her eighteenth birthday. 

At first, she thought he had grown tired of her and needed his own freedom, but now she realized that it was because he had not felt well. He had kept his illness to himself at first, but after his second heart attack, Yaakov had gotten in touch with her and told her what her father had been hiding from her. She had been ready to drop everything and stay at home to take care of him, but Osward had rejected her suggestion, insisting that if it came to it, a temporary nurse and their housekeeper-cook, Henriette could take adequate care of him. 

She was glad that she had taken his advice to heart now. She worked in the mornings and returned home to share her findings with him. He admitted that he had missed exploring with her and looked forward to her daily updates. 

She flapped her massive wings forward to bring herself to a graceful stop at the soft grassy landing patch leading to the large white house nestled on the mountain slope amid the trees. It was an old building, once the main house of a large estate, but the fertile valley land had been sold off some years ago. All that remained of the former land was the immediate grounds of the house and the few acres surrounding it. It was for the best, in any case. they did not have the resources to hire help to clear out the land. 

There was a car parked in the driveway. She smile wryly at the sight. Although the doctor had limited the amount of time Oswald was to spend in the office of his cave exploration operation to three days a week, her father had insisted on daily reports when he wasn't there. Beau Bachman's car was, therefore, a familiar sight. 

The garage was separate from the house, a small stable converted some hundred years ago to hold automobiles. There were a good deal of vehicles up on the mountains these days, cars imported in to make travelling for those who were not gifted with flight easier. It was also safer to travel with a vehicle during the freezing winter months and during thunderstorms. Still, Vera preferred to fly everywhere. 

Tipping her sunglasses atop her head, she adjusted her hold of her camera case and swiftly climbed up the veranda steps to the front door. 

There was a pause in her stride as she entered the the foyer, pushing the door shut behind her and turning to the study that had originally been the front parlor of the old house. The solid oak doors slid open at the touch of her hand, bringing the conversation within to an abrupt end. 

Her heart squeezed at the sight of the harrowed and worried lies that aged her father's face by years. He was only sixty-five, but his heart attacks had aged him significantly. It wasn't just illness that aged him now, however. There was something on his mind. When his gaze landed on her, his expression underwent a transformation, the tension smoothing into a welcoming smile. The instant reaction to mask his feelings puzzled and worried her. The last time he hid something from her, it was his worsening health that culminated in a heart attack. 

"Good evening," she greeted, her voice cheerful as she deposited her duffle bag on the sturdy oak desk and dug into her coat for her phone. She went to charging station by the door, unplugged her power bank and the plugged her phone in. "I'm sorry I didn't call. My phone died sometime in the afternoon," she explained. "Were you worried?" 

"I figured what happened when you left your charging thing here," he said. 

"Power bank," she laughed, bending down to brush her lips to the pallor of his cheeks, a color that had become natural to his complexion. He used to be tanned, but the doctor said he had to limit the amount of time he spent outdoors these days. 

"I knew you would wander in once you got hungry," he said. "Beau was becoming concerned whether you were going to show up." 

Vera looked in the direction her father had glanced. Beau was very adept at keeping hidden when he did not want to be noticed. Such was the nature of snake shifters. He was local to the area, but people tend to steer clear of him because of his shifter nature. It was rather unfair, really. Just because he was born a snake shifter, did not mean that he was a liar. Not an adept one, at any rate. 

Beau looked embarrassed to be caught. He was standing by the fireplace, a shoulder leaning against the marble mantlepiece. His blue gaze was warm when he smiled at her. "I was merely worried that you would be caught in the snow," he said. 

"The skies are clear," she smiled. "And the snow here is nothing compared to the weather we had in Indresia," she said. They were visiting a different Avian shifter community there and had gotten separated from the flock. "Fire rained from the skies during magical storms, remember that, father?" 

Her father chuckled and nodded. "It was a good thing we found shelter when we did," he said. 

"Oh yeah, I bet the bear was very glad we disturbed his sleep," she laughed. 

Father looked nostalgic as he patted her hand and she could not help but notice the frank appreciation on Beau's face. "How did you two escape?" he asked. 

"We were collecting poppy souls," he said. 

"Poppy... souls?" Beau repeated, certain that he had heard him wrongly. 

"Put the bear right to sleep," she nodded. It was mostly used in traditional remedies for insomnia, but the wrong dosage would end up putting the victim in eternal sleep, so it wasn't used much anymore. "Collected during when the stars aligned with the moon and the temperature is below zero," she explained. She wasn't sure herself which stars they needed to be. Someone else had done the calculations for them and they were there to collect. 

"Right," Beau said, losing interest rapidly. He never had much love for nature, preferring modern technology. He had an app for managing her father's business. 

It was really only after her father's heart attack that Vera had become acquainted with the man. The relationship between them was good enough, she supposed. She did not spend much time in the house while he was around. This was mostly because she knew of the interest the man had in her and did not reciprocate. He had not made his intentions known and she was not placed in the awkward position of having to reject him, so the less time they spent around each other, the better. 

The thing was, there really wasn't a reason for her to not like him. Beau was handsome and reliable. He worked as a manager for her father's business and appeared to be wholly capable. Her hesitancy confused herself. There was just a lack of spark there that held her back. 

Sometimes, she thought it was loyalty towards her father. A relationship with his manager was sure to be messy, especially if things do not end well. 

"Still working on your story?" he asked. 

"A paper," she corrected. "I've had several published in Magic and Nature and National Magic," she said. It was frustrating when people undermined her work as if it was some sort of hobby that she would outgrow at some point. 

Beau, noticing that he had misspoken, offered an olive branch in the form of coffee. He poured her a cup and offered her cream and sugar. 

Briefly, she resented this extension of hospitality in her own home, but she quelled it. Beau spent more time here than she did and had taken care of her father while he tried to kept her illness from her. 

"Thank you," she said, sipping the too-sweet drink. She took her coffee black, but he hadn't known that. 

Beau sank into the seat beside her, an arm automatically seeking the backrest of the sofa behind her head, but he didn't touch her. Her wings spilled behind the couch, filing the rest of the room. She should tuck them in, but she had been flying a lot and it felt good to stretch them out. 

"How are things in the caves?" she asked absently, a polite inquiry because it was Beau's responsibility to oversee the work there. She caught the sudden tension in the air and the way he darted a sharp look at her father, however. 

Too quickly, he replied, "Fine." 

She knew there was a problem. She sipped at her coffee, using the action to hide her knowledge while her mind raced back to the anxious expression on her father's face when she had entered the room. She tried to decide if it would be easier to gather the information from her father or from Beau. 

"I invited Beau to dinner this evening," her father informed her with a subtle change of subject. "Perhaps have Henrietta make sure that there is enough for all four of us?" he said to her. "But the way she cooks, I'm certain there's enough for more. The woman thinks we're wolves, honestly." 

Vera could hardly blame her. Henrietta was probably used to feeding her own family, who were werewolves. "You need some fattening up, dad," she said, commenting on his weight loss. Her father and her had always been on the skinner side. It made flying easier, but he was beginning to look skeletal. She wished the bedrest would put him in better health, but it was clear for anyone to see that he was deteriorating. "So you'll be staying, Beau?" she asked. 

"I never turn down an invitation for a home cooked meal," he smiled. 

She wondered at times if he would have stayed here if not for his infatuation to her. He had a promising career path out in the city. "I'll have Henrietta prepare his portion," she said. 

"No, you've had a long flight. You should stay. I'll go talk to Henrietta in a bit," her father said, patting her hands. He reached for his shirt pocket for a cigarette. 

She frowned at the action. Oswald Sowy had quit smoking after his first heart attack. It was only in moments of stress that the habit reasserted itself. His shirt pocket no longer held a pack of cigarettes. Vera noticed the faint tremor in his hand when it was lowered to the armrest and she knew it was too long since he stopped smoking to blame it on withdrawal. 

"It's been a year dad. You can't be craving tabacco now?" she teased, knowing that she was staring at him too much to pretend she had not noticed the aborted motion. 

"I suppose not," he breathed out a sigh. "I think I'm tired." 

"Why don't you lie down for a few minutes before dinner?" Vena suggested. "I'll keep Beau company." 

"I suppose I should," he said. 

Her fingers tightened on the curved handle of her coffee cup to keep herself from leaping to her feet to help her father out of his chair. He hated acknowledgement of the weakness of his muscles. His wing muscles had atrophied so much that they were no longer strong enough to fold back. They trailed behind him now like a long white cape of snow-colored feathers. He couldn't fly anymore. For an avian shifter who had spent the majority of his life in the air, that was almost a death sentence.

He walked stiffly from the room, each step laborious. Her throat hurt by the time she heard the study door slide shut behind him. 

Her eyes glistened with unshed tears that she was adamant remained that way. She did not want to appear weak in front of Beau. 

Left alone with the man, she couldn't keep the question inside her. "What's wrong with my father's business?"
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A second of pregnant silence followed her question. Beau had never been good at lying. He gave a fake laugh. "I don't know what you are talking about," he said stiffly. "Nothing is wrong." 

"It must be very serious for both you and father to lie to me," she said, setting the cup on the table with a briskness that rattled it against its saucer. 

She turned to him, her feathers rustling as her wings adjusted to the shift in position behind her and her eyes narrowed on Beau. "You know as well as I do that secrets don't last long around these parts. Either you tell me now, or someone else is going to tell me a bastardized version of it." 

He looked grim. "There isn't anything you can do." 

"You don't know that," she retorted. "I haven't heard any talk of a new cave discovery, so it can't be that they were drawn to explore elsewhere." 

"It isn't a labor issue," he avoided her gaze, his jaw hardening. 

She frowned. "Then what it is?" she asked. "Is it magical? Have the caves run out of resources? It can't be the money. You're much too efficient for it to have gone that bad before it became an issue." 

"It's the government," he admitted, the hint that his skill was being questioned forced him into supplying the reason. 

"The government?" she echoed. "They've never interfered with our work here before. And I understand we supply their mages with quality material," she said. "Is it about conservation? We are careful not to over harvest or hunt anything." 

"Nothing so simple," he replied in a scoffing breath and pushed to his feet. He shoved his hands into the hip pockets of his slacks, an action that pushed his shoulders back and stretched the material of his blue shirt across his chest. "We failed our safety inspection." 

"Safety inspection?" she echoed. "Cave exploring is inherently dangerous business," she said weakly, dread sweeping over her. "Surely there's no such thing as a safe exploring business," she tried to reason, dread sitting heavily in the pit of her stomach. 

He shrugged. "It goes to show how outdated we are of new regulations," he sighed. "There are insurance policies-" 

"We have those!" she interrupted. 

"Updated insurance policies," he snapped in a sudden blaze of temper. "They're issuing an injunction to shut our business down if the necessary steps aren't taken immediately," he announced in a voice as leaden as her own. 

"How much time do we have?" she asked, already planning in her head to gather as much information as she could regarding the new regulations on cave explorations. 

"Thirty days," he said. 

"That's too soon! Can't you appeal the ruling? Get more time?" she argued. 

"What do you think we've been doing for the past year?" he hissed. "We ran out of time. There won't be any more postponements."

She frowned. "If you knew it was coming, then they didn't you say anything? Why didn't you take the steps to correct the problem?" she challenged in a spate of responding anger. "Why didn't you bring it up to father sooner? Surely something as big as this needed his immediate attention! No wonder he looked so defeated! He isn't well! You should have brought it to me!" 

"To you?" he asked savagely. "What could you have done?" 

And there was the reason she had been reluctant to enter a relationship with the man. He was dependable and trustworthy, but his opinion on others were sorely lacking. He thought himself too knowledgeable to require help and no matter how much recognition Vera acquired through her research, he would always see her as beneath him because of her gender. She tried to put their differences aside and argue from a more reasonable standpoint. "What was the safety concerns? Is it something we can rectify?" 

"Of course. Sure. Why didn't we just fix the problem?" he laughed scornfully. 

"I won't know where the issue is if you don't tell me!" 

"The issue is money," he admitted at last. So it really did boil down to money. Perhaps she had been too hasty in applauding his monetary prowess. "Complying with new regulations mean we need to send our workers for education, or hire new employees. Equipment need to be updated and purchased. We need mages and runes and since we don't have them in Greenmore, we have to hire outside help to get those done. Everything costs money, Vera," he sighed and straightened to look at her. He was broad-shouldered, but rather slim. This close, she can see the same worry lines on her father mirrored on his forehead. 

"He could borrow it," she tried to argue. "The bank would loan him the money he needs-" 

"No," he said. "The initial ruling was appealed to gain time to raise the capital to make the changes and install the necessary devices, hire experts to come and appraise the caves and calculate how much we needed. Oswald took out second and third mortgages to get mages here and appraise the caves, but they wouldn't even go down there. Said it was beyond their paygrade, whatever the fuck that mean," he said. "And the banks won't let him borrow any more money because of his heart. He's regarded as an uninsurable risk with overextended credit." 

Dark clouds of despair engulfed her. She struggled to elude their murky envelopment. It sounded like they had explored all options and found themselves still lacking. They were on the verge of bankruptcy. She had seen it happen before to others, people who had thought to make their fortune on cave exploration and hired the wrong sort of explorers who were not worth keeping employed at all. 

"Is that it then? We're going to lose everything?" she tried to sound calm, but her voice was shrill with panic. The idea of losing the house where she grew up felt secondary to the fear that she would not be able to afford father's heart medication and care. She would need to find a job, one that was salaried instead of the odd payments she got for collection of rare herbs and magical artifacts. Avian shifters did not make the best cave explorers, but the men that her father hired were good at their jobs. They would not have survived for so long otherwise. 

Other the years, outsiders had came and tried to do the same, delve into dark caves, only to never return. 

"On your father's instructions, I sent out feelers to see if Lykos Artifacts and Explorations were interested in merging with your father's company." He shook his head grimly. "They weren't interested." 

"Lykos," she repeated. "James Lykos's company? They're Werewolves, aren't they?" 

He nodded. 

"I thought he dealt more with technology and electronics," she said. "Phones, laptops, household items..." 

"Coal, gas, gold, markets, you name it," he nodded. "They're a big pack. They deal with a good deal of things."

With startling clarify, she recalled the mental picture of a picture she had seen of James Lykos when she was travelling. Several pictures, really. He was featured on several magazines and she saw his face on those large screens in the city often. He looked a lot like his animal, eyes black as coal. He looked to be in his mid thirties, but she understood that werewolves age slower than most. He could be older. He must be, to have built such a huge fortune. 

To Vera, James Lykos seemed like he had it all. Such people had a tendency to be full of themselves, stubborn, and proud, but her father had spoken of him with respect. They had crossed paths before James Lykos had made his fortune. He had an interest in exploring and had travelled with father. 

"Did you speak to him?" she asked. 

"Who? Lykos?" he laughed harshly. "Of course not. I'm nothing but a manager of a failing company. I talked to one of his pack, his employees." 

"And he wasn't interested?" she persisted. 

"Be realistic, Vera," he sighed. "Why should he agree to a merger when he'll be able to pick up our business for nothing in a few months? He's never had a reputation for being a good Samaritan," he said. "James Lykos has no interest in businesses that do not benefit him." 

"I suppose not," her shoulder slumped in defeat. She wondered if things would be different if father had approached him, if he remembered travelling with father. She was too young to remember him, but father spoke of the man fondly. She wondered if he remembered them at all. Her father was too proud to go to him, regardless of how much they need his aid. Would it be different if she appealed to his better nature on her own? Thirty days was hardly enough time for her to do anything. "What's going to happen now?" She wasn't aware that she had murmured the aching question aloud. 

Approaching her from behind, Beau rubbed his hands over her arms. "Vera, I'm sorry. I wish... I wish there was some way I could help... something I could do to prevent this." 

She heard the echo of futility in his voice, the forlorn emptiness ins his offer. When his arms curled around her and his jaw rested against her hair, there was no comfort in his embrace. 

"I haven't got much money, but when the business closes..." he began. 

She knew where this was going... what he was offering... and instead of feeling relieved that she would not be homeless or grateful that he was willing to take her in, she felt frustrated. For him, this was an inevitability, but for her, the business had been doing well until she was told it wasn't, which was a scarce few minutes ago. "If the business closes," she corrected him and moved out of his arms, her wings flared slightly to keep him from coming back in. Her back was ramrod straight when she turned to regard him, the tucked wings adding to her height. "It will be thirty days. I can get a lot done in thirty days," she said. 

"You sound like your father," he eyed her sadly. "Don't be a fool, Vera. There's nothing you can do to stop this." 

His remarks only served to make her more determined to prove him wrong. And if her father hadn't given up hope, then neither would she. She took on an air of resolve. "We're not going to give up just yet," she said firmly. 

"I don't think you understand what you're up against," Beau shook his head, but didn't attempt to argue too strongly. She had a feeling he had had this conversation multiple times before with her father. "There is a time for pride, Vera, and a time to be sensible. I have fought this day for a year. You can think what you like about me, but after a year of butting my head against a stone wall, I know when to quit." 

"Is that what you're going to do? Quit?" Her lips curled in a contemptuous challenge. 

"Not literally, no," he said. "I'll see this thing through to the bitter end." 

There was no doubt in his expression that the business was to end and that too, fueled her to save her father's business. It wasn't just her father's business. It had belonged to her mother's side of the family before he took over. It was one of the few things that her mother had left for them. 

Turning, Beau walked to the desk and picked up the briefcase lying atop it. "I think it would be better if I took a rain check on the dinner invitation tonight," he said firmly. "I don't think either of us would be very good company. Make my apologies to Oswald, will you?" he murmured quietly. 

"You don't have to leave," she said, feeling a little guilty now at the mention of her father, whom he had been nothing but loyal to in her absence. He had, no doubt, shared many meals in this home with her father, both of them having no one else to keep them company. 

He shook his head. "I imagine you have a lot to talk to your father about," he said. "I will only spoil your appetite." He crossed the room and paused at the sliding oak doors. "You know how I feel about you, Vera," he said. "I-" he started, and then shook his head. "We'll talk about this once everything is settled." 

He did not wait for her to respond, showing himself out the door with the familiarity of a man who had made the same trip multiple times before. 
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​Chapter Three
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She spent an inordinate amount of time in the shower attempting to wash away the headache brewing in the back of her eyes. She didn't know where to begin. 

No. That's not right. She knew where to begin. She needed to talk to her father and discuss their options. She needed the full story. She needed to understand why this was happening. They had never failed an inspection before. Was it a new administration that was trying to cause them problems? 

Getting her father to talk to her was the most daunting task. It was the same with his heart condition. He had attempted to downplay it. If she had not heard from the doctor first hand how dire the situation was, she would never have known. 

She brushed her hair in front of the vanity and spent a good amount of time grooming her feathers. It was better to have someone else do it for her, but she had a mirror to get things done, at least. 

When she met her father in the dining room, she felt capable of taking on any obstacle, including the stone wall Beau had referred to. 

"I saw Beau's car drive away earlier. Did you two have a lover's spat?" he asked from his chair at the head of the claw-footed dining room table. 

"We would need to be lovers first to have a lover's spat," she sighed. Her father hoped that the two of them would get together and provide him with grandchildren. She honestly wasn't sure if they were compatible, their shifter nature being so different from one another. A lot of mixed shifter families end up adopting. 

An iron-gray eyebrow was raised. "You obviously had a difference of opinion about something," he said. 

"We did," Vera agreed with a wry smile as she spread a napkin across her lap. She supposed she should just rip the band aid off. No use dancing around the issue. "It's over the business going bankrupt," she said. "He regarded it as inevitable. I did not."

She saw the look of consternation spread across his face and turned her attention to Henrietta as she walked in with the soup. She would give her father a little bit of time to think things through and decide how he wanted to tell her.

"That smells good, Henriette," she commented, sniffing the air appreciatively. The warm aroma of chicken wafted from the china serving bowl. 

"Homemade," Henrietta bragged. "I spent all afternoon figuring out how to get the damned noodles to be stringy and perfect," she added with her usual sassy spirit. "Milly showed me how to find recipes on the internet. There's no need to go to culinary school anymore," she laughed as she set tureen on the table near Vera. She started ladling the soup into bowls for the three of them. 

Her father barely noticed Henrietta. Aware that his silence was generated by her bringing up the business, she took over the task of carrying on the conversation. 

"Thanks for going through the effort of making them," she said. "I'm sure we'll love this. Won't we, dad?" she turned to her father. 

"How did you find out about the business failing?" he asked instead of answering her. His expression was a little stunned, though there was a tint of relief there as well. They were never good at keeping secrets from each other. 

"Did you really think you could keep it from me forever?" she chided and brought him his bowl. 

"I hoped you wouldn't find out," he said.

She couldn't help but sniff at this. "That much is clear, father," she said. Then, expression souring, she sighed, "I thought we agreed no more secrets." Then, to answer his question on how she found out the truth, she said, "I asked Beau outright what the problem was and he told me." 

"Of course he did," her father sighed. "You have the poor man wrapped around your little finger. He'd do anything to please you, you know that, don't you?" 

It wasn't really a question so much as it was an observation. Vera flicked him a dry glance, "I'm not interested, dad," she said so he wouldn't get ideas on playing matchmaker. 

"Beau is a fine young man," said Henrietta. "Why won't you give him a chance?" 

"I'll choose my own husband, thank you," she said and turned her stern expression back to her father. "Why didn't you tell me about the trouble you were having?" 

Oswald Sowy looked embarrassed. "I never thought it would come to this," he admitted as Henrietta returned to the kitchen to bring the rest of their meal to the table. "I was positive that between us, Beau and I would come up with a solution that would keep the business from being shut down. I wasn't really trying to keep it from you. I just didn't want you worrying over something you couldn't do anything about. You have enough on your mind." 

"I think knowing about the business shutting down is important enough that I should be worrying about it," Vera said. 

"What's this about the business being shut down?" Henrietta asked. A frown of concern narrowed her eyes. "When did this all come about? And eat your soup," she chided. 

"Our exploration do not meet safety standards," he echoed what Beau had told her earlier. 

"We employ bat shifters. They hardly need lights or the standard safety equipment," she said. 

"Even so," he sighed. "We are required to comply by the new standards that have been imposed and it's all just..." he sighed. "It's all money that we don't have," he said. 

Vera noticed the faint shock that spread across Henrietta's face as the plump woman sank into the chair. 

"We're not going to quit so easily, are we?" 

Her father sighed. "We've exhausted just about every avenue of hope," Oswald sighed. Leaving the spoon in the bowl, he rested his elbows on the table and clasped his hands together to form an upright triangle with the table top. He pressed his fingers to his mouth. There was grim resignation in his features. "I'm at a complete loss of what else to do." 

Henrietta gasped, "You can't just give up! A lot of people depend on you, Oswald!" 

"Who said I was going to give up?" he said, sending the frazzle-haired woman an irritated look. "I just don't know where to go from here." 

Vera smiled at the fighting spirit displayed by that response. It was reassuring to hear that her father had not given up yet. The future was not as dark and foreboding as Beau regarded it. "I'm going to help," Vera announced. "We'll figure something out. We always do. Remember when everyone told us that we couldn't possibly reason with the Cherufe? The tribe were really off the mark about all those virgin sacrifices they've been doing, weren't they?" 

The tribe were convinced that the Cherufe could only be appeased by offering virgin sacrifices to the creature made of rock crystals and magma, but her father and her had done the research and were not so impressed by the cavalier way their leader accepted that his people needed to die every dozen years in order to appease the creature. 

Humans were not particularly nutritious and the humanoid creature of stone and fire were much more likely to enjoy something else. Trial and error was required, but eventually they managed to figure out a diet of burning clay and coal were more than acceptable compared to the human meat they offered once every two years. 

The underlying strain that had tautened his features faded at her support. His expression was touched with a reminiscent warmth and affection. "Just like old times, eh?" 

She grinned. "Just like old times." 

His expression became touched with a reminiscent warmth and affection. "There are times when you remind me so much of your mother," he murmured. "You inherited her stubbornness." 

"I'm pretty sure I got that from you, dad," she smiled. 

He returned the smile, corner of his eyes wrinkling. "She stood by me no matter what," he said. After a pause, he added. "I miss her." 

The love her parents shared had been one of the greatest securities of her childhood. She was aware how keenly her father had felt the loss of his wife to illness all those years ago. Vera did not have much memories of her mother, but the ones she did, she treasured. Avian shifters were prone to illnesses and her mother was not like them. Her wings were pure white, but she was a dove. 

"What are we doing to do?" asked the housekeeper. 

It was sweet of her to involve herself in the matters. She could have retired years ago, honestly. Her children worked in the city and made good money. 

"The soup is getting cold. If you had terrible news like this, why didn't you wait until we were done with the meal before sharing it? It would have been so much easier not to do this in the middle of the meal," she sent him a disgruntled look and her father looked apologetically at the housekeeper. "And you haven't answered my question. What are we going to do?" she steamrolled, not giving them much of an opening to reply. 

"I don't know," he shook his head and reached for the spoon resting in his soup bowl. "Perhaps another set of eyes would do us some good," he turned to Vera, who nodded. 

"We should talk to James Lykos again," she said.

His mouth twisted ruefully. "You're talking about the merger, aren't you? Beau already tried asking him. They aren't interested," he said. 

"You should ask James," she said. "You were friendly with him, weren't you?" 

"Friendly doesn't mean he's obligated to help us," he said firmly. "Did Beau tell you that he suggested a meeting with our explores to let them know about the situation and the possibility that the caving business will be closed in a month?" 

She shook her head. "We aren't closing in a month," she insisted. 

"It would be remiss of us to keep such vital information from our explorers," he said. "In case there really isn't a way out, it is important that they have alternative plans. They have their own families to tend to as well and should have a chance to prepare for the layoff" He drank a bit of the soup with the noodles and chewed thoughtfully. "He's setting the meeting tomorrow afternoon." 

The announcement shocked Vera. It seemed to indicate a surrender to the inevitable, which was a direct contradiction to all of his previous statements. 

"Perhaps they could provide us with ideas on what to do," he said. 

The explorers have worked with their family for generations. She supposed it made sense to keep them informed on what was happening. 

"The economy of this community revolves around the Hope Cave Explorations," he said. "It wouldn't be so tragic if I was the only one who would suffer form the closing of the business." 

"It isn't as if you aren't trying to do something to prevent it," she said. 

"I know," he said, smiling at her encouragement. Here, he paused and his voice dropped a little, "I stand to lose everything including this house where your mother and I spent so many wonderful years..." The tightness in his throat cut the sentence short as his gaze made a sweep across the room. "I'm sorry to say that we would not longer be able to afford you if the business shuts down, dear Henrietta," he said. "I had put aside a pension for you to retire on, but I'm uncertain if the bankruptcy will affect that." 

"Don't be ridiculous," Henrietta scoffed. "I can look out for myself. I always have, haven't I?" 

"Of course," he smiled benignly. 

"And the business hasn't gone bankrupt yet. We shouldn't be looking at worst case scenarios," she felt the need to point that out. "Let's concentrate on what we can do to prevent it." 

"I am open to suggestions," her father said, arms spread out. 

"If you're adamant on keeping James Lycos involved, aren't there other exploration companies that might be interested in a merger? Just because he's not interested, doesn't mean everyone else might not be," she reasoned. 

"Considering the business's indebtedness and the investment capital needed to bring it up to standard, only a large corporation could absorb us. No. I'm afraid James Lycos is our only hope. And we already know what his answer is." 

"It's not his answer," she said. "It came from one of his staff. If you could just put your pride aside and ask him, dad-" 

"The answer came down from him," he said. 

"You don't know that," she argued. 

Her father studied her for a minute, silently following her train of thought. "You really think he is sentimental enough to want to help?" he asked. 

"Why not?" she shrugged. "You haven't talked to him personally. You don't know what he's thinking," she said. 

He leaned back for a moment. "Do you know that we are one of the few cave exploration businesses who employ people for the work?" he hummed. "I looked into it with Beau. Most companies nowadays use technology, cave exploration robots and drones," he said. He had never been particularly good with technology. The fact that he knew what those were at all surprised her. 

"Is that why we failed safety inspections?" she gasped. 

He nodded. "We have been trying to appeal that employing people would be better than robots. They could better access the layout and ensure that the local flora and fauna are undisturbed. We are careful not to over excavate and replant the seeds of any herbs that we find in the mountains, but they don't care about that. They want numbers and machines, and they want people to operate those machines," he said. 

"They thin we're obsolete, is what you're saying, isn't it, Oswald?" Henrietta murmured. 

"That is what they think of us," he conceded. 

"If you could talk to James, maybe convince him that our way has it's merits? Beau said he was important. If he was the one to talk to them, surely they would listen?" 

"You could be right," he said thoughtfully. "Maybe I should arrange a meeting with him." 

"Absolutely," she nodded as she watched the hope being reborn in his eyes. "What have we got to lose?" 

"Nothing," he said and drank half of his soup. His bright gaze darted to the housekeeper, a smile of approval curving his mouth. "This is delicious, Henrietta. You've outdone yourself again." 

"Of course it is," the housekeeper sniffed, as if there could be any doubt she would serve less than the best. 
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​Chapter Four
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Late the following afternoon, Vera was on her phone, reading up on all the new regulation that had been imposed on all Cave Exploration businesses. Her father was right. They were trying to replace manpower with electronics and machines, convinced that computers and artificial intelligence would be able to do a better job of finding what they needed in the deep caves. 

A lot of the work was biased, clearly sponsored by corporations who profited in the sale of said machines. If she could see through this bias so easily, then surely the professionals who made up the government would be able to as well? 

A knock on the door intruded on her frowning concentration, turning her head from her phone to the opened door. 

"We're in luck," her father announced, entering the room with more buoyancy to his stride than she had seen in a long time. Even his wings looked better, like he had taken time to groom the feathers instead of allowing himself to languish. 

"What kind of luck are we in?" she joked, folding her wings back and keeping them out of the way so he could settle on the edge of the bed. 

"Anything would have to be an improvement over what we've had," he said. "I just found out that James Lycos is going to be entertaining some of his lobbyist at Greenmore this weekend." He was beaming. "He was the one who got in touch with me, in fact. He heard that I was in the area and wanted to see how I was doing. You were right, my dear. He had no idea about my failing business." 

"Isn't that great?" she smiled. 

"It's perfect," he said. "I offered to have him stay with us, but he had booked a stay at the Red Dragon." 

She was vaguely familiar of the new five-star-hotel that opened at the edge of the mountain. The hotel had demolished several homes, but the owner had paid generously for the location. It oversaw the valley where, like it's namesake, red dragons were said to make their nests and lay eggs. They were high enough not to be threats to the dragons and they had been there for so many generations that the dragons generally just ignored their existence completely. 

"Would he be busy entertaining guests there?" she asked. "And it's the wrong season if they're hoping to catch a glimpse of the dragons." 

"It's perfect," he explained. "Meeting him there will allow a casual approach. And I wouldn't want to be the one to tell him that he's come at a time where the dragons are off hunting." 

It felt like the best kind of coincidence for them. He would be able to talk to the man without the the pressure of time and James should be more inclined to listen and be open to ideas.

"How long do you think it will take to drive from here to Red Dragon? I'd like to arrive around noon on Friday." 

She checked her phone and very carefully did not move her wings. A few years ago, they would have happily just flown there, but her father could no longer use his wings that way. The doctor specifically banned him from doing so. With his heart being the way it was, it was too risky. "It should be around an hour and a half," she guessed. 

"You'll be my chauffeur, won't you?" he implored. 

"I'm not the best driver," she demurred. But she was also the only one who knew how to drive other than himself. "But I'm not going to let you drive there on your own," she sighed. "Are you sure you wouldn't rather have Beau with you? He's more experienced with this sort of thing," she murmured. 

"That would be too obvious," he shook his head, rejecting her suggestion. "I don't want to ambush the boy. We'll make a weekend vacation out of it, won't we? Besides, you can pick up a lot of material for your writing. People are always interested in dragons, aren't they?" 

There were already hundreds of books published on dragons on shelves. People were fascinated by the large beasts. She focused more on the small creatures that were not so easily noticed. "I'm sure I could," she paused uncertainly, and then eyed her father with concern. "Can we afford a vacation right now, dad?" 

"At this point, a few hundred dollars isn't going to keep us out of bankruptcy court," his expression turned serious. "This is the last roll of the dice. We might as well go out in style, my dear." 

"If you say so," she smiled at her father's way with words, though she can't help but notice the humorless smile that mirrored in his face. 

"Be sure to pack our best clothes," he stood up, decision made. "We want to look our best." 

"Of course," she nodded. 

She packed away the notes that was strewn all over her desk and tried to remember the last time she had faced James Lycos. She was only five when they last crossed paths. Her father's memories of him were much clearer and he only had positive things to say about the man. Her only recollection of the man was how tall her was and the strength of his arms as her lifted her up. Her wings had been too small to give her the power of flight, but she recalled him carrying her on his shoulders as they explored the mountains. 

By the time Friday rolled around, her stomach had twisted itself into several knots that could not be undone no matter how much she tried to convince herself that it was all going to work out. 

The more she read about the new regulations, she more convinced she grew that nobody was meant to explore the caves. 

To be fair, cave exploration was an old tradition. Not many people were keen on doing it anymore. They were able to synthesize the potions that they needed and manufacture minerals in laboratories. Everything was done with technology these days. 

They had drones go into the caves in search of material that they needed. Once discovered, the drones would take a sample, and then bring it back, where researchers would attempt to duplicate the items as needed. It was in the name of nature preservation, which Vera understood. 

She supposed she was being rather hypocritical by fighting against this change just because their livelihood depended on it. 

Mind torn, she was distracted as she drove the car that brought them to the Red Dragon. 

She drove below the speed limit, which was fine because the only other vehicles on the road belonged to tourists, who were busy taking in the view and did not mind the slow pace that they were going. 

Most of the locals flew to their destinations. 

"Are you nervous?" her father asked. "You needn't be," he continued without waiting for an answer. "Do you remember James at all?" 

She shook her head. "Can't say I do. I was too young to remember much about him. Did he use to carry me on his shoulders?" she asked. 

Oswald laughed. "I'm not surprised you remember that! You were at the stage where you were obsessed with flying. I joked that we should set up a bed for you on his shoulders. You spent so much time there."

She flushed. "I'm surprised he tolerated me for so long." 

"He has infinite patience when it came to you," he said. "I wonder if he remembers you." 

She hoped he didn't. It was embarrassing enough to her childhood shenanigan without having her father reminiscent over it. But having him remember her would probably help them in getting his support. She sighed and was saved from answering when they reached the Red Dragon came into view. 

The white magnificence of the Red Dragon was nestled in an upland valley. It's forested lawns and mountain backdrop provided the beauty of natural surrounding. There weren't any dragons to be seen, but the view was still spectacular. Dragon nests were built in the cliffs of the mountain, inaccessible to creatures that would prey on their eggs and their young. Some of the locals were trusted to care for the nests, but they had to be careful not to abuse that trust. 

This was not Vera's first visit to the famous resort. She had seen it as she flew past the site to survey some of the locations where she thought she would be able to find dandelion faeries, but she was still awed by it's stately elegance.

The many-storied facade was pristine white with a columned portico entrance worthy of the grandest and noblest of guests. 

After they had registered and been shown to their adjoining rooms, she and her father had split up. Vera wanted to do some exploring and familiarize herself against with the hotel complex while her father wanted to make inquiries and learn if the guest of honor had arrived. 

Her wandering brought Vera into the facility housing the indoor heated saunas. Red Dragon prided itself in the saunas that were heated by the same inextinguishable dragon fires that were used to keep their nests warm throughout the year. This was something that only tourists would make use of, as the locals, many of whom had wings as large as hers, would not fair well in the heated pools. 

She turned her attention from the pools and followed the sound of laughter until she saw the source of the commotion, the outdoor tennis court being used by two couples playing a game of mixed doubles. Now this was a game she could enjoy, though she used to play with her father and hadn't been able to find a partner since her father had stopped playing. 

A shouted reference to the time directed her glance at her watch. It was a little past noon. She had a bit of time to spare before she needed to meet up with her father. Perhaps she could see if there were guides free to bring her to the dragon's nest. She had read about some plants that only grew in the vicinity of dragons and she would like to look at them for herself. 

As she started to move away, a hoot of laugher attracted her attention. Turning her head, she glanced over her shoulder. In the split second when she wasn't watching where she was going, she nearly walked into another player. 

She would have fallen to her feet if not for the man's hands grabbing her shoulders. 

Her attention was jerked to the front. "I'm so sorry. I wasn't looking where I was going," she murmured, looking up at the man she had walked into. He was not a tennis player at all, but someone who seemed to have lost their way after walking out of the sauna. The only thing he was wearing to hide his modesty was a white towel that hung precariously over his hips, water droplets still dripping down his tanned and muscular skin. 

Her embarrassment must have been obvious because when she finally managed to stop herself from gaping at his chest and look up at his eyes, she found bemusement in them. 

"Mr. Lycos," she gasped. "I'm so sorry." 

His features softened at the mention of his name. She thought the pictures of his face did not do him justice. They made him appear so stern and unapproachable, but he was far from that. There was a danger there, the gleam of an Alpha Werewolf in his gaze, but underneath that, she was certain that the man was kinder than he appeared. 

"Have we met before?" he asked, his voice a little more than a low growl. His gaze swept over her, "I can't believe I would have forgotten meeting you." 

She flushed and was at once disappointed he had forgotten about her and pleased that she was able to make another first impression. One that did not involve her sitting on his shoulders, perhaps. He was an incredibly attractive man. She did not want him to think of her as a child. "I recognized you from a magazine photograph," she explained and felt warmed by the slow smile that spread across his mouth. 

"You must have a very good memory. It's been some time since they've been any articles about me, Miss-" 

"Vera. Vera Sowy," she said. 

"Now that's a name that sounds familiar to me," he said and repeated her name as if to jog his memory. 

"Oh, it's probably my fa-" she started to explain, but James interrupted her with a snap of his fingers in recollection. 

"You write nature articles," he said. "You do a column on gardening in the city on the Sunday paper. I've seen your name on the by-line. Is that you?" he asked. 

"Oh!" she flushed with astonishment. "I'm flattered you read it... and remembered it." No one has ever recognized her from those articles before. They were fluff pieces that she got paid pennies for, but she enjoyed writing them and the paper continued to publish her articles, so she kept doing them. 

"I remembered it because of the way you managed to take a boring subject and made it interesting," he replied. 

"Keeping magical plants alive in the city isn't boring," she huffed, uncertain if it was a backhanded compliment. "But thank you... I think?" 

He chuckled. "Is this a business trip or pleasure?" he asked. 

"Both," she admitted readily. 

"There's no lack of papers written about the Red Dragon." 

"Perhaps I could write an article on teacup dragons," she said with a teasing smile. 

"Should such atrocities exist, I'm sure you would have the best suggestions on how to keep them alive and well," he murmured. Then, he inclined his head in a slight nod. "Excuse me, but I have to get back to my room." 

She laughed a little at this. "Then you're going the wrong way," she said. "Unless you're rooming in one of the tennis courts. I imagine there is very little privacy to be found there," she said. "I'll walk you to your room," she offered. 

"If that's not too much trouble," he hummed, blushing in a way that she tried to convince herself was not devastatingly charming. 
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