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          I just wanted to be left alone, but then SHE came along.
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      Alistair’s been around for eons because his gift allows him to live undetected among the humans. However, his peaceful existence on Rum Island is shaken up with the arrival of a history professor in search of treasure.

      Davina isn’t some dry and dusty scholar but a vibrant woman in her thirties who’s taken a sabbatical to write a book about Scotland’s lost treasures. Her research takes her to Kinloch Castle, where the grumpy Alistair sends her packing, but when he spies her falling off a cliff, he literally swoops to her rescue, revealing his scaly side.

      As you can imagine, Davina is very curious about the man who can shapeshift into a legendary beast—much to Alistair’s annoyance. Getting rid of her is proving troublesome, though, and not just because she intrigues him. According to a selkie, their fates are tied.

      The reluctant Alistair finds himself joining Davina on a trip to Loch Ness and, along the way, discovering that love is the most valuable thing a dragon can hoard.
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      Check out The Dragocracy Chronicles series on my website: EveLanglais.com
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      I have a friend.

      While dragons usually eschewed friendships, Abaddon had enjoyed Tigger’s company. When the hatchling visited Abaddon’s ranch—a trip made possible because the lucky dragon’s servant possessed a jet!—it became quickly obvious that Tigger greatly admired Abaddon. Couldn’t blame him. Abaddon was pretty damned incredible, not to mention handsome, large, and adorned with impressive horns.

      Meeting another of his kind in the flesh proved invigorating, especially since Tigger wouldn’t pose much competition when the time came to make his bid for supreme ruler of the world. Perhaps the hatchling would be open to an alliance, allowing Abaddon to keep him around. He could sweeten the offer with a token role in the Dragocracy government he planned to implement.

      “Are you daydreaming about your girlfriends?” Pip asked as she entered his sanctuary, an underground space built specifically around the needs of a dragon. Pip was his first servant, and his favorite, despite the fact that her training remained incomplete. She still wouldn’t address him as his incredibly handsome highness or with any other impressive title, but at least she’d ditched her embarrassing nickname of Little Fella.

      “What would be the point of fantasizing? It’s not as if I can visit them,” Abaddon grumbled. The modern age was proving to be a dangerous place for dragons, especially when it came to flying. The people of this time had things like radar and other detection systems that would spot a majestic creature of his size in the skies. The humans also had jets armed with missiles that could cause grievous injury and even death. This threat limited the exercising of his wings—and the expansion of his territory. His servants—who claimed to have his well-being at heart, as they should—had placed restrictions upon him—Me, their supreme leader! No flying during the day when he might be seen. No exploring too far from the ranch at night, lest he be detected or shot at by some drunken cowboy. He definitely couldn’t wing his way past the Canadian border, south through the United States, over Mexico to South America—Peru to be exact, to visit Pollita. Just like he couldn’t head east across the Canadian provinces to the Atlantic Ocean to flap his way to Italy, where the lovely Persephone resided.

      “You know we’re working on a way to fool the radars, but this kind of technology takes time,” Pip reminded, tilting her head with its silvery-hued hair.

      “Jamming devices already exist.” Abaddon had been doing his research.

      “They do, but given the distance you want to go, a battery pack won’t cut it. Add in the fact it would need to be somehow strapped to you and it adds an extra dimension of difficulty, seeing as how you squawk every time we try to fit you with a harness.”

      “I am not an ox to be yoked, and all I hear are excuses,” Abaddon grumbled.

      “And you’re lacking patience, considering you’re not even a year old. We’re doing the best we can, your grumpiness.”

      “I’m not grumpy,” Abaddon groused.

      “You are, and have been since Tigger’s left to go home. You miss him.”

      “No, I don’t,” he huffed. Dragons weren’t prone to emotions like humans.

      “Liar, liar, tail on fire,” she sang.

      Glaring proved useless because she just grinned wider. “Okay, maybe I miss him a little. It was nice to have someone admire me and not constantly talk back.”

      She snorted. “Someone’s got to keep your ego in line.”

      “How did I end up with such a sassy servant?” Not said with any real rancor because he did value Pip’s frankness. “Have we any word yet on Malone’s whereabouts?” The evil scientist had escaped Abaddon’s clutches and almost captured Tigger. The hatchling managed to save himself by spitting acid at Malone; however, that ended up destroying the tracking device they’d implanted in the bastard’s tooth. Now they had no idea where Malone might have gone, and it troubled Abaddon, for the man knew entirely too much.

      I should have killed him when I had him in my clutches.

      “Nothing yet. Maddox and Leo have pored over all the passenger manifests available leaving Big Island but, so far, no luck. Not surprising, since the man has been using fake aliases.”

      “He’s not going to give up on his mission to capture one of my kind.” Malone was obsessed. Understandable, given dragons were the greatest of all creatures. However, rather than serve Abaddon’s more advanced species, Malone had nefarious intentions.

      “He’s definitely going to try to get his hands on a dragon. The question is, will he go after those already hatched, or will he try to force a new one to be born? I’m thinking the latter, since you’re all pretty well protected and on high alert.”

      “He no longer has access to his funds or devices,” Abaddon reminded.

      “He could have hidden accounts, and Malone still has the schematics for the device that can cause volcanoes to wake.” The scientist had acquired an ancient list that contained the location of some eggs and had been activating the magma in the suspected areas in the hopes of hatching them. It was how Abaddon ended up being partially cooked then spat out to land in Pip’s firepit, where the coals finished the cracking of his shell.

      “Do you really think he’ll try to force another dormant cone to erupt? He knows we’re monitoring.”

      “It’s his best bet. And while we might be ready to swoop in, he’ll already be in position, ready to snag any dragons that birth.”

      Birth? Pip still insisted on using that term, despite the fact dragons emerged from an egg.

      “Could be one of the previous eruptions produced a dragon we’re not aware of.” Malone had activated a few he thought might have eggs, only to find nothing.

      “It’s possible Malone missed one and the hatchling is keeping well-hidden, unlike you and your ladies being careless and getting caught on video.” A reminder of why Pip had imposed stricter rules on Abaddon’s movement. “Leo has automated bots crawling the internet for anything that might indicate another dragon but has yet to get any pings.”

      Leo—the man who’d initially tried to capture Abaddon but had become his most devoted servant once he realized the error of his ways—had created some kind of computer program that did the work of hundreds of people, combing the World Wide Web for claims, videos, and posted text that might indicate the presence of a dragon. Leo had tried explaining it, and Abaddon only half paid attention, something to the effect of using keywords and phrases like “giant lizard flying in the sky,” “loss of herds,” “unexpected volcanic eruptions,” and so forth. As well as seeking out information, Leo had a friend, part of his lame dragon-loving society, who scrubbed anything that pointed at Abaddon’s, Persephone’s, or Pollita’s existence. Tigger had also been added to that list. Given the billions of humans on Earth—and their many weapons—for now, the dragons needed to look out for each other, lest they be exterminated again.

      “Do you have anything positive to report?” Abaddon asked on a sigh.

      “Yes, actually. The Wagyu herd we ordered was just delivered.”

      “Why didn’t you start with that?” Abaddon asked. rising from his throne—aka reinforced couch, custom built to hold his weight.

      “Because I figured best give you the bad news first. Now, where do you think you’re going?”

      “To eat.”

      Pip crossed her arms and shook her head, her silvery locks flying. “It’s midafternoon. You know you can’t go outside.”

      Abaddon glared at her. “I’m hungry.”

      “I’m aware. Hence why⁠—”

      Before she could finish her sentence, his nose twitched. “You brought me one!”

      Indeed, she’d had one of the cows delivered to his habitat.

      It turned out to be quite delicious, fatty and flavorful, definitely his top favorite of everything he’d tasted thus far, although, according to the memories inherited from his mother progenitor, nothing could beat the taste of human.
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      Finally, I tasted adventure. The last few months had been glorious, if at times frustrating, but no one ever said following your dream would be easy.

      My goal? To write a book on the lost treasures of Scotland, with the hope I’d actually find one of them. For years, I’d been gathering clues, researching, and digging out tidbits from hundreds of written texts. Now I would find out if any of my theories were correct. My university had kindly given me a year’s sabbatical and a modest grant to help with my travel expenses, on the condition that they receive some credit once I published.

      Gladly. The University of Aberdeen had been my home for the last decade. I started out teaching and ended up running the history department, a true honor given my relatively young age of thirty-nine. I enjoyed the challenge, but at times I missed simply teaching. Hence my excitement at getting away from my dratted desk, with the never-ending memos, emails, and administrative keech. I set off to uncover the secrets of the past, only to have reality smack me in the face.

      Turned out all the research I’d done ahead of time couldn’t account for progress. Places I’d meant to search, bulldozed over to make room for housing. Ruins too fragile to explore. Thus far, I’d yet to locate a single treasure or tidbit not already published, but I wouldn’t let that discourage me, even as I realized without a single “win,” my book would likely never materialize. No one wanted to read about failure, even if some of my escapades proved amusing. Like when I entered a cairn and emerged screeching at the dozens of spiders clinging to me. Or when the exploration of a crumbling castle had me falling through the floor that had become a home for rats. My screams as their furry bodies writhed around and over me likely could be heard all across Scotland.

      Now I rode a ferry heading to the Isle of Rum, where I hoped to convince the owner of Kinloch Castle—who’d not replied to my emails—to let me inside. I had a hunch he might have a treasure hidden somewhere, either in the building or on the grounds.

      The Isle of Rum could have made for an interesting book on its own. It remained mostly untouched, inhabited by a few dozen people who worked merely to serve the tourists. Originally, everything on the isle was owned by NatureScot, AKA the Scottish government, but, given the disrepair and cost of restoring Kinloch Castle, they’d recently sold it off to a billionaire who promised to restore and eventually open it for visits to the public.

      The lack of information on Alistair Graham, the man who’d bought it, made my task difficult. He couldn’t be found on social media, didn’t attend charity events like other rich folk, and didn’t seem to own any businesses, either. From what I could gather, his wealth had been inherited from his father, also named Alistair Graham, descended from yet another Alistair. A family lacking originality when it came to names, and who only ever seemed to have one son per generation. As for the wives and mothers of the long chain of Alistair’s? I’d yet to locate a single image or marriage certificate for the women listed on the birth records. It was as if these generational sons simply appeared one day to take over the family name and riches.

      But the mystery of the Graham family wasn’t my primary purpose—although it might make for an interesting research paper later. My goal was to convince the current Alistair to aid me in my quest.

      The ferry docked, the passage having taken an hour and a half. The return would be around four-thirty, giving me limited time to accomplish my task. Hopefully, I wouldn’t get stuck and have to spend the night, as accommodations were not as comfortable, or private, as the hotel room I’d prepaid for back on the mainland in Mallaig.

      The passengers, tourists with backpacks and cameras around their necks, disembarked, shuffling into the small town. I already knew I’d have to walk to the castle, as cars weren’t allowed on the isle, part of preserving its nature.

      I spent a few minutes wandering, talking to the locals, finding out more about my destination and its owner. Apparently, Mr. Graham had begun the restoration, but not at a rapid pace, as he’d elected to do most of the work himself. Since he had his supplies delivered and rarely visited the few businesses by the dock, the folks who lived on the isle couldn’t tell me much about the man, other than he was tall and polite. A politeness that didn’t extend to friendliness, yet they didn’t seem to resent or dislike him for it. On the contrary, the term “proper lord” got bandied about, despite his lack of an actual title. The woman who worked the general store claimed that, since his arrival, there’d been fewer incidents with the mischievous sprites that liked to play tricks, and they no longer had to hide after dark from the Red Caps. It appeared ancient superstitions remained alive and well on the Isle of Rum.

      The hike from dock to castle would take about twenty or so minutes, but I didn’t mind. The scenery proved breathtaking with swatches of lush greenery backdropped against the blue sea. However, once the looming castle came into view, I couldn’t stop staring at it. Built by the Bullough family as a hunting lodge and retreat in the late eighteen hundreds—1897, to be exact—it took three years to complete. The Tudor style had been created with the use of red sandstone blocks quarried from the Isle of Arran. While not as old as other castles, its remote location and a decline in wealth by the family led to it going derelict quite rapidly. By 1957, it had been acquired by the Scottish government, which opened the castle to the public for a while before its declining state made it too dangerous. Unfortunately, the cost to repair proved greater than they wanted to invest, hence the sale of it to Alistair Graham.

      Climbing the steps to reach the main door, I took a deep breath. I’d already mentally prepared my speech. As I raised my hand to knock, to my surprise, I noticed an electronic doorbell with built-in camera had been installed.

      I pressed the button and waited.

      A male voice replied, “The castle isn’t open to visitors.”

      “Oh, I know, but I was hoping you’d make an exception. My name is Davina Campbell, and I’m a professor from Aberdeen University writing a book on⁠—”

      “Not interested.”

      “But I haven’t⁠—”

      “Not. Interested.” Firm and non-compromising.

      “But I’ve come such a long way, and I promise I won’t get in your way. I just wanted to look around.”

      “Do you think you’re the first to come traipsing demanding entrance?”

      I bit my lower lip. “I tried contacting you ahead of time.”

      “I know. I read your emails.” And obviously chose to not reply.

      “Is there anything I can say that will make you change your mind?” I wasn’t too proud to beg.

      “No.”

      I sighed, and my shoulders sank. Another dead end. “I’m sorry to have bothered, then. Would it be okay if I visited the Bullough Mausoleum?”

      “Suit yourself, but I wouldn’t linger too long, lest you miss the ferry.”

      “It’s not supposed to leave for several hours.”

      “A storm’s rolling in, meaning it will be leaving earlier.”

      A glance at the sky showed a few scattered clouds. “The forecast didn’t mention inclement weather.”

      “Since when are they ever right?” he drawled.

      Good point.

      “Again, sorry to have bothered. Have a good day.” I turned on my heel and began continuing on the path I’d just travelled. The mausoleum built by the family was less than five miles away. At a brisk pace, I could make it in under an hour and a half. The ferry wouldn’t leave for another four, giving me plenty of time, despite what Mr. Graham said. A storm, indeed.

      I huffed slightly by the time the mausoleum came into sight. The open temple, with Grecian flair, overlooked the Atlantic Ocean. Rather than gape at the stone structure, I found myself drawn to the cliff’s edge, frowning at the rapid approach of dark clouds. A sharp wind swept off the water, whipping across my face, trying to drag loose strands of hair from my ponytail. The scent of it promised rain and made it unlikely I’d make it back to the dock before it fell. Guess I’d be travelling in wet clothes, as I’d only brought my satchel with my wallet, notebook, and a small recorder for dictating my observations.

      As I turned from the cliff, I noticed a lanky figure approaching, their long loping gait somewhat disjointed. Another tourist? An isle worker sent to gather the visitors before the storm struck? Perhaps Mr. Graham, changing his mind and preparing to chase me off his property?

      As the person neared, I frowned, for there seemed to be something odd about them. While not one to usually judge outward appearance, I couldn’t help but note their clothing appeared ragged, with holes and stains seen even at several paces. A dark-colored cap pulled low over the brow hid their features. It suddenly occurred to me that perhaps I’d not been too bright coming out here alone.

      “Hello, can I help you?” I called out just as a horrid smell wrinkled my nose.

      The reply? “Founds you. Mistress will be pleased.”

      At the sibilant words, a frisson of fear went through me. Time to get back to the dock. Veering away from the stranger, I adopted a rapid pace, but not quick enough to evade the fingers that grasped my arm and wrenched.

      I half whirled and yelled, “Let me go…” Words that faded in strength as I gaped at what accosted me.

      A legendary Red Cap.

      A creature that wasn’t supposed to exist outside of stories.

      Yet here one stood, wearing a stiff hat stained dark red and brown—from blood! Its face wrinkled and gaunt, the creases of it grimed. And when it smiled, I shivered at the jagged black and yellow teeth.

      Terror filled me as I pulled, trying to break the monster’s grip. It huffed, as if excited I fought. Its eyes gleamed with malice, the black orbs showing no whites. I kicked out, trying to dislodge its hold on my arm, and to my surprise, not only did I connect with its leg, I managed to buckle its knee. It released me, and I staggered back, arms waving as I sought to catch my balance. I didn’t watch where I stumbled, a bad idea when you stood on the edge of a cliff.

      My foot slipped, and I fell.

      Most people, when plummeting to their death, saw their life flash before their eyes. Me, I saw my gravestone epitaph.

      Should have stayed home and watched Indiana Jones.
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      The doorbell alert had me cursing. Not again. Bloody thing rang more often than I liked. I’d thought of removing it, but it did prove useful when deliveries arrived. Unfortunately, though, tourists couldn’t read signs. No trespassing. Property under renovation. Perhaps I should have one made that said Fuck off.

      Since I knew from experience that if I didn’t reply, people sometimes took it as an invitation to trespass, I always responded, this time telling the woman at my door to go away. Twice, since she proved stubbornly insistent. As if I cared to know her reason for wanting inside. I’d actually happened to read the emails Professor Davina Campbell sent, rambling on about how she’d been researching for her book on lost treasures. She had a theory that one of them, the famous Loch Arkaig treasure, also known as the Jacobite Gold, ended up in my castle. It hadn’t, or I would have sniffed it out. Gold exuded the most enticing scent. It should be noted that even if the lost treasure had been present, I still wouldn’t have let her in because the discovery of something momentous inside the castle would lead to nosy officials, countless paperwork, the involvement of lawyers as they tried to rescind my deal, and, most egregious of all, an intrusion on my private life.

      So, no, I wouldn’t allow her entry, and she ended up wandering up the path to the mausoleum, despite my warning of the approaching storm. I’d done my due diligence. If she got caught in the deluge or stuck on the island, her problem, not mine.

      Not trusting her—or anybody for that matter—I stood at an open window and spied as she headed along the beaten track, watching to make sure she didn’t have a plan to try and sneak in. It had happened before. Tourists had no respect for historical monuments or private property.

      I returned to work, AKA the sanding of the woodwork on the main floor, in an attempt to restore its original beauty. I spent a good hour going at it before heading outside for a break and a breath of fresh air. Air that turned out tainted with the hint of something rancid—rot, blood, death. A smell I knew.

      Fucking Red Cap.

      A quick jog around the castle didn’t reveal the creature, only the faintest hint of the lingering stench.

      Where did you go?

      Red Caps didn’t usually hunt during the day, and the fact that this one did demanded investigating. Last thing I needed was for a tourist to be murdered on the isle. Since I couldn’t cover much ground on foot, I opted for an aerial search. I started with a sweep over the castle grounds first, seeking signs of movement or anything out of place. Nothing. Despite the daily ferry disgorging its annoying load of tourists, the woman had been the only one to come wandering by.

      Speaking of whom, she’d yet to turn back, despite the gathering dark clouds. Idiot. No way would she make it to the dock before the storm hit. While I personally didn’t care if she got soaked, I didn’t want or need her getting injured or lost on my property. People nowadays were so quick to sue.

      Veering toward the mausoleum, hiding my presence in the clouds, I soon caught up. She didn’t notice me shadowing her. Why would she? She never once looked up, and even if she did, she wouldn’t see a thing. I’d mastered the art of camouflage, very important in these modern times with their advanced spying abilities.

      To my surprise, despite the professor’s arrival at the ancient temple structure, she chose to head for the cliff. Don’t tell me she planned to jump because I’d made her despondent with my refusal. Humans could be so emotional when you used the word no, especially the current generation. Too much sparing of the rod, if you asked me.

      As I waited to see what she’d do, movement caught my eye. A figure, with a disjointed lope, headed for the woman. The Red Cap; the source of the putrid smell.

      Pretty brazen for it to trespass on my property given how I’d cleared them all out when I first moved in. But more mind boggling than the fact that I somehow missed one? The woman saw it coming but didn’t run. At times I wondered how humanity managed to thrive, given how so many lacked a sense of self-preservation. Guess her book wouldn’t get written, after all, because I didn’t plan to get involved. A stranger wasn’t worth the hassle of exposure.

      At the same time, though, I’d never been the type who could stand aside while the innocent were attacked. A dead tourist, especially a professor from a prestigious university, would draw attention. Journalists, the morbidly curious, authorities, all of which would ruin my peace.

      Not to mention, I hated Red Caps.

      It grabbed the woman, and finally she acted, the kick of her foot causing it to buckle and release her.

      Run. Run fast and hard and don’t look back.

      She might have done so if she’d not stumbled. Her arms windmilled, but she couldn’t regain her balance and fell off the edge of the cliff.

      Without a thought, I dove.

      I plunged down, the powerful stroke of my wings moving me faster than any living bird, or drone, for that matter. I swooped under the plummeting female, back drafting my wings to keep me in place so she landed on my back.

      As expected, she slid over my smooth scales, but her slowed descent made it easy for me to scoop her with a clawed paw. Gently, I should add. No point in saving her from smashing into pulp, only to crush or pierce her by accident. During this, she made not a sound. Not a single peep.

      Odd. Most humans would be in hysterics by now. Maybe she’d lost consciousness.

      I winged upward, rising to the edge of the cliff to see the Red Cap gone, disappeared back to whatever smelly den it crawled out of, a lair I would find because it needed to be handled. Apparently, this remaining Red Cap needed a lesson and a reminder about what happened if you fucked with a dragon.

      But that would have to wait until after I dealt with the woman.

      I flew back to my castle and landed at the rear, out of sight of anyone who might happen to pass by.

      Her wide-eyed expression met my firm gaze, and I pushed a thought at her. “You will forget what has just happened. As far as you recall, the owner of the castle refused you entry. You tried hiking to the mausoleum but never reached it, as you decided it best you return to the ferry before the storm hit.”

      Rather than start walking in the direction of the dock as I’d commanded, her head tilted and she pursed her lips, all the while staring intently at me. No hint of fear in her gaze, or obedience, for that matter. Had she not heard me?

      I tried again. “Leave and forget⁠—"

      “You’re a dragon.”

      “Gee, you don’t say.” A thought I projected along with rolled eyes.

      She frowned. “Is that
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"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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