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FIVE DAYS TIED TO A dirty mattress in what probably was an abandoned crack house wasn’t ideal vacation time for Adelle. She was glad Valerie found her before her life was sucked out completely. The five skinny, pale vampires had scurried out the window when her sister broke down the door. Adelle watched them run like rats from a sinking ship. They were fast little buggers, dashing out of sight before she could blink. She wished Valerie would have caught them. Hell hath no fury like a Valkyrie scorned. Judging by the furious battle scream that reverberated from down stairs, Valerie was indeed pissed and would have torn through them like paper. Adelle really wished Valerie had. The scorching need for vengeance burned deep down in Adelle’s gut, scalding the back of her throat with bile. Instead of giving into the rage, Adelle pushed it back down, keeping her siren’s anger in check. She felt like hell. She looked like hell too. The side of her throat was bitten raw, stinging in agony, sticky and crusted over with her blood. The blood had poured down her neck, staining and stiffening the collar of her purple paisley shirt.

Dammit, that was a nice shirt, she thought.

These blood suckers were a messy group of eaters. It was expected from freshly turned vampires. The youngest was probably a mere few weeks in. His weak gag reflex at the site of her blood was a dead giveaway. 

Adelle’s arms were bound tightly over her head to the rickety metal headboard with plastic zip ties, her ankles and knees tied together with twine. She couldn’t feel her appendages anymore, and what precious little she could feel was ice cold and tingling with pain. Ethan and his asshole friends had drained her of so much blood that she could barely keep her eyes open to watch Valerie burst into the room. 

The Valkyrie’s huge shimmering broadsword was unsheathed from her back, black hair flowing, dark eyes blazing in rage as her skin glowed with an intense light. All six feet of her sister’s lean muscle was on edge and ready to crush what got in her way. Not many women could make a pair of jeans and a T-shirt look like battle armor just by walking into a room angry. Adelle never noticed how awe-inspiring her sister was going into battle until she saw it from the front. Usually, she stood behind her. She would have to mention that when the dirty rag in her mouth was removed. Right about then, Adelle realized that blood loss and the last of the vampire venom weren’t helping her think logically about her current situation. Logically, she should have been in tears. Unfortunately, her emotions would have brought on a certain amount of destruction to the neighborhood. It was best to swallow it down and think about Valerie’s intimidating visage instead.

Adelle let out a pathetic moan through the crumpled cloth stuffed in her mouth. It caught Valerie’s attention and she spun on her heels, sword raised and ready to slice. She lowered the gleaming blade as soon as she saw her sister tied to the bed. With an expression halfway between relief and disgust, Valerie strode over and yanked the gag out of Adelle’s mouth. Adelle choked out a cough, raking her dry tongue across the roof of her mouth to remove the lint and dirt that had moved in.

“Thanks,” Adelle said, voice dry and weak.

“Did they turn you?” Valerie asked, her dark brows furrowed together.

Adelle understood the concern. She was pale enough to look transformed into a vampire but her heart was still beating. She was pale, clammy, but still alive. They wanted her alive so they could feed. It explained why they kept shoving crackers and water in her mouth. They forced her to eat, it forced her to heal faster, and they would start all over again.

“No. Still have a pulse.” She tried to give Valerie a reassuring smile. Her lips stung as they cracked open and bled. That didn’t help soften Valerie’s pained face. A quick arc of the sword and the blade expertly cut through the zip ties and twine. Blood rushed back to Adelle’s fingers and her skin prickled, adding to the pain. Her wrists were rubbed raw and burned with a fury. Feebly, she shook her hands and hissed. Valerie ran to the window, hoping catch up with the escaping vampires.

“They ran the minute they heard you coming up the stairs,” Adelle said. “Out the window. No offence Val, but announcing that you’re going to trounce some fuckers when you got here may not have been the stealthiest way-”

“Goddammit, Dell shut up!” Valerie said. 

She turned and kicked the closet door open, gave it a quick search, then peered under the bed that Adelle laid on. There weren’t any other places to hide in the sparse room. Just the bed, the closet, and some bloody towels on the floor. Valerie padded around the room on the balls of her feet, a spring in her step and a tense rise in her shoulders. The Valkyrie needed to spill blood, to give chase. But vampires were faster than Valkyries. With their head start, there was no way she could catch up. Once the realization hit her, the light of her skin dimmed. Valerie slammed a fist on the wall, shaking the room. 

“Dammit!” she cried.

Adelle sighed, shame wrapping about her. She didn’t blame Valerie for her anger one bit. It was her own fault she had gotten into this situation. Her sister had told her over and over how dating a vampire was bad news. 

Well, that prophecy came to fruition, Adelle thought. 

She rolled onto her side, pressing a hand to the punctures that ran down her neck. It took a groaning effort for her to get that far. After Valerie walked over and took her by the shoulders, she found herself sitting up right.

“Thanks,” Adelle said. She pursed her lips, and then raised her bloodshot eyes to her sister. Dirty red curls shadowed her face. “I’m beginning to see your point about Ethan.”

“You should have blasted him,” Valerie said. ‘Why didn’t you blast him?”

Adelle only shrugged in response, hunching over her knees. Adelle had siren’s blood in her. She could have easily used her powers. She could have blown the entire house away with a single scream. One solid punch to her throat had solved that problem for Ethan though. The hypnotic gazes and venom from their fangs had done the rest. But even during the brief moments of lucidity between feedings, Adelle had been too frightened to try to use her voice against her captors. If she had tried even the slightest scream, the whole city block could have crumbled to dust. That scared her more than being kidnapped.

Valerie grabbed Adelle by the shoulders, giving her a sharp shake. The sudden jolt forced Adelle to look her sister in the eye. The Valkyrie wasn’t taking any of her sister’s pouty bullshit tonight.

“Why didn’t you blast him?” Valerie repeated. Her voice quivered in anger, dark eyes glassed over with furious tears.

“Val, there are other houses on this block,” Adelle said. “They have families in them. If I just cut loose they all would have-” A dry cough strangled the words from her mouth.

“I don’t care about those other people, I care about you,” Valerie said.

Adelle wiped the spittle and blood from her lips. “Yeah, well I happen to care about those other people.”

“When you get in trouble you fucking use your fucking powers!”

“Easy for you to say. You don’t make shit explode when you raise your voice.”

Valerie threw her hands up. “Man up, Dell! I’m sick of saving your pathetic ass when you can save yourself!” 

Adelle flinched at her sister’s rage. 

Sticks and stones may break my bones. But Val’s words hurt the worst.

For five days, Adelle had been beaten, bitten, and drained dry. For five days, a crazed Ethan had threatened her with the death of her two sisters if she didn’t cooperate. For five long days, she had known she could have lit all those little freaks a blaze, but was too afraid to do it. Now the sting of Valerie’s words shook her core. She sighed, brushed some of her dirty curls from her face, and looked down to her feet. Her now bare feet. Ethan had taken her shoes. 

That blood sucking little shit. 

Adelle pressed a hand against her wounded neck and shut her eyes tight, teeth grinding hard. Her hands shook, her throating closing as her calm crumbled. Raw emotion welled up inside, threatening to consume her. With a dry gulp of air, she shoved it all back down into her gut. Dammit, she was not going to cry. She couldn’t cry, especially with her sister here. They both would be crushed in the rubble. Adelle would hang on to that last shred of control she had left if it killed her. 

Just keep calm, her mind whispered. Just keep calm. 

The mattress dipped beside her, and she felt Valerie put a warm hand on her shoulder. “Dell, we already lost Mom. I’m not losing you too.” Her voice was kinder now. “Please.”

Adelle shuddered and bit her trembling lower lip. Mentioning Mom didn’t help Adelle with her struggle for composure. Four years, and the hurt never went away. Only held at bay when Adelle could keep her mind off of it. 

If only I had been there... 

With a sharp shake of her head, she whipped the memories from her mind.

“Is Phoebe all right?” Adelle asked, her voice a dry husk.

“She’s fine,” Valerie said. “She doesn’t even know there was trouble.”

“She never knows when there’s trouble. She doesn’t even know what we are. What she is. What we do.”

Valerie sighed. “Is this the time to bring this up again?”

“Yes. It’s keeping me from going completely bonkers right now.” Adelle took a deep breath, to strengthen her walls, and then asked, “What did you tell her this time?”

“When you vanished, I told her that you had to go to a conference for work.”

Adelle turned to Valerie, eyebrows raised. “I’m a receptionist.”

“Yeah... A receptionist... Conference.” Valerie shrugged when Adelle stared at her. “Oh come on, it's not like she’ll really know any better.”

Adelle snorted a little laugh then lowered her head to look at her dirty bare feet. The levity was fleeting and soon she felt her facade cracking again. “Can we get the hell out of here? Please?”

Valerie stood, slung her sister’s arm over her shoulders, and dragged her to her feet. Adelle felt her knees buckle as she rose. The room swirled, her head filling with air. Only Valerie’s strong arm kept her from completely keeling over. Swallowing hard, Adelle forced herself to walk out of the room and down the stairs of the dilapidated house.

“It would be easier if I just carried you,” Valerie said.

“Not a chance in Hell, Val.”

Adelle heard her sister chuckle.

At a steady pace, they reached the front porch, the skies inky and clear over San Diego. Adelle had lost track of time after her first day in captivity, having blacked out before dawn. It was the dark hours of the morning when Valerie helped her outside. Adelle’s feet felt like lead and each step was like trudging through thick mud. 

As they stumbled down the porch, Valerie paused. Slowly, she lifted her head, one of her dark eyebrows arched. Her hackles rose as she listened to the still air.

“What?” Adelle asked, hanging from her shoulders. 

No sooner did she speak when something slammed into Adelle’s chest. The blow forced the breath out of her lungs and she fell backward. A whoosh of air, the wet sound of metal hitting flesh, and the head of one of the vampires hit the pavement before she did. Adelle landed on her side with an “Oof”, now eye to eye with the blood sucker’s severed head. He looked shocked; red eyes wide in horror, mouth slightly open for a scream that never came. That one was Andy. Andy was a dick, if she recalled correctly. He would giggle like a mad man while he poked her in the side with a sharp stick. A dull thud followed, announcing that Andy’s body had hit the ground too. She raised her eyes to see Valerie standing over her, sword raised. The blade glittered with blood turned deep black in the moonlight.

“At least I got one of those little fucks,” Valerie snorted. 

She wiped the sword clean on her jeans and slid the blade into the sheath strapped to her back. The leather swallowed the blade as it transformed into a plain, brown shoulder bag. Valerie reached down, grabbed Adelle by the arm, and hauled her back to her feet.

“He get you bad?” she asked.

“Just pushed me down,” Adelle wheezed, leaning on the Valerie for support. 

They both looked down at the twitching body, knowing it would turn to ash by sunrise. Adelle scowled, and then kicked the body in the gut for good measure.

Valerie snorted. “I got to hand it to you Dell. You’re tougher than you look.”

Adelle smiled, her dry lips cracking. “Part of the charm of being in the Constance family.”

The drive back home was fast. Get Valerie behind any wheel and she turned into Mario Andretti. Get her into her beautiful 1977 Pontiac Firebird -which she nicknamed Freya- and she turned into Mario Andretti being chased by hungry tigers. Adelle was poured into the front seat and Valerie was flooring it all the way home to Old Town, San Diego. The swift movements of the car tied Adelle’s stomach into knots. They probably broke every traffic law in the state, but Adelle was just too tired to scold her sister, even if Freya’s speed wanted to make her barf. The passing headlights would shine into Adelle’s eyes, shaking her out of the encroaching velvet blackness of sweet oblivion with a sharp stab to her sockets. Luckily, the passing cars at that time of night were few and far between.

Adelle was just about to doze off when she heard Valerie say, “I’m sending you away, Dell.”

Adelle’s eyes snapped open. “What do you mean?”

“It’s best you go out of town, lay low until this Ethan business simmers down.”

Adelle struggled to sit up, anger throbbing in her temples. “I'm not running away, Val. I’m not hiding,” she said.

“You know Ethan threatened to take Phoebe, right?” Valerie’s voice turned cold. “He sent notes saying that if I came after you, he’d take her too. It was stupid of him, yes. He is a wimp at best, yes. But I don’t take any threats lightly.” Her knuckles whitened as they clutched the steering wheel. “If this was just your fight I’d say stay and fight. But now it involves her. She doesn’t even know about all this supernatural bullshit. She thinks you’re at a receptionist conference, and I’m a grave yard shift rent-a-cop, for God’s sake.”

“We could just tell her,” Adelle said.

“Not until her powers start showing. She wouldn’t understand the business.”

“What’s there to understand? We hunt down the Wyrd rogues and spank them. That’s about it.”

Valerie shook her head. “That’s what Cybil did with us. It’s what we’re going to do with her.”

Adelle let out a frustrated groan as the same old argument resurfaced. “You just want me to tell her.”

“That’s beside the point,” Valerie said.

Adelle croaked out a mirthless chuckle. “Whatever, Val.”

“Whatever, nothing, Adelle! You’re not dragging Phoebe into all this crap before her time just because you have issues being a siren!” 

She pursed her lips, her angry gaze fixed on the road. Adelle felt the car accelerate. She was pretty sure Valerie just ran a stop sign and swerved around a cat. It made her stomach lurch. 

After she swallowed down her rage, Valerie muttered, “You can head up to Washington and stay with Wendy.”

Adelle shuddered at the thought. Wendy the mind mage, otherwise called Wendy the mind fucker. The most convincing argument she could form was a whiney sounding, “Val, really?”

“She may not be the most reliable cousin we have, but she’s the furthest away,” Valerie said. “I’m giving you two choices. Stay here and use your powers or go up to Washington. There are no other options for you now.”

Adelle went silent again. She hated ultimatums. She especially hated Valerie’s ultimatums because Valerie always followed through with them. She pressed her forehead against Freya’s door window, the glass cool against her aching skin. Too tired to answer, Adelle wasn’t going to justify that ultimatum in the car.

After a long droning silence, Adelle whispered, “I’m scared.”

“Of what?” Valerie asked.

“Of myself. Of what I can do.”

Valerie pursed her lips. “Well you better get over that shit, quick.”

Adelle said no more, her eyes cracked open to watch the dark houses zip by rhythmically. Valerie’s sigh echoed in her ears. “Think on it a bit, or I will make the decision for you.”

The Constance house was tucked away in Old Town, not far from the historical tourist area. It was large but it felt cozy despite its size. An elegant home painted in sage green with white gingerbread trim, nestled behind a lofty peppercorn tree. It was three stories of Victorian elegance, with a wraparound porch that looked out onto the quiet neighborhood. The large grassy front yard was unkempt due to the sisters never having time to mow the lawn, much to their neighbor’s chagrin. It was their home, their shelter, and a damn noisy structure to sneak into.

The porch steps creaked, the door squeaked, and every little noise amplified tenfold in the dead of night. That’s what one got with high ceilings. The two sisters crept into the house as silently as it would allow them, wincing at every noise their tiptoeing made. Adelle hung from Valerie’s shoulders, her hand pressed against her stinging neck as her feet dragged across the floor.

“Be quiet,” Valerie whispered. “Phoebe is a light sleeper.”

“I was being quiet. Why are you telling me this?” Adelle whispered back.

Because...” Valerie paused then scowled. “Don’t question me. Come on, we’ll get you to bed and wash you up.”

They were almost to Adelle’s bedroom when the living room light clicked on.

“Sheesh Val,” The squeaky voice of their baby sister, Phoebe called. 

She walked into the living room, clad in her fuzzy Phineas and Ferb pajamas, looking blurry eyed. The twenty five year old ruffled her short blonde hair and turned her mouth up into a pout. 

“It’s three in the morning. Are you bringing another guy home?” Her voice faltered as she took a good look at Adelle’s bloody, battered state and the red stains all over Valerie’s jeans. Valerie and Adelle stared back, frozen in mid step. The three gawked at each other for a long while before Phoebe screamed, “Oh my God! What happened to you, Dell?!”

“Oh, hey Pheebs,” Adelle said, trying to sound casual. “Are those new pajamas?” The hairs on Phoebe’s arms were raised and tears welled up in her blue eyes. A lump formed in Adelle’s throat and she swallowed hard, cursing under her breath.

“Are you bleeding?” Phoebe said. “Oh my God! Did you get attacked by a cougar?!”

“Yeah. About that,” Adelle said.

Valerie hoisted Adelle up straighter. The sudden jerk sent a sharp pain circling up her spine. When Adelle let out a yelp, the windows shook with a violent fury. She snapped her teeth shut. Phoebe’s eyes widen to the size of dinner plates as the hanging lamp in the living room swung back and forth over head.

“Ah well, Pheebs,” Valerie interrupted, “You know those receptionist conferences? Totally cut throat.”

“Ohhh cut throat, yeah!” Adelle roared in pain. The walls of the living room rattled. “Really got to get to bed, Pheebs!”

Phoebe glanced around the shaking room slack jawed then back at her older sisters. “I... I don’t understand. Was that an earthquake?”

Valerie spun towards Adelle’s room. “Go to bed. I’ll explain in the morning.” She pulled Adelle along, her bare feet dragging feebly along the hardwood floor and repeated, “Go to bed!”

“Okay... Good night?” Phoebe said before the door was slammed on her. Adelle suspected Phoebe was catching on. It would only be a matter of time before she would confront them both on their secrets.

Valerie rolled Adelle onto her bed. The soft clean smell of fresh sheets enveloped her and she buried her face into her downy pillow, inhaling deeply. Safe at last. Valerie rushed out the door to the bathroom to wet a towel, and snag the first aid kit. She dashed past Phoebe who was still standing dumbly in the middle of the room.

“Go to bed!” Valerie snapped as Phoebe just gawked at her. She kicked the door closed with her foot and sat herself beside Adelle’s bed.

“God, I need a shower,” Adelle groaned.

“You can’t even stand on your own. No shower,” Valerie said, pulling Adelle’s jeans off and tossing them to the side. She propped Adelle up with steady, careful hands, yanking off her blood encrusted blouse. Every grimy muscle in Adelle’s body screeched as she was undressed.

“Can you toss me in the bathtub then?” Adelle said. “I’ll just sit there.”

“You’re going to have to settle for a wipe down until tomorrow, Freakzoid,” Valerie said. “You should be able to stand by then.” The warm, damp cloth that Valerie swiped across her skin soothed Adelle’s aching body. “You may knock your Wyrd blood, Delly, but you’ll be thanking it when you heal up fast.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Adelle moaned as Valerie lowered her back onto the bed. Her sister had a point, damn her. At least one good thing came with her siren’s blood.

Soon, Adelle was cleaned and bandaged. Not as great as a shower would have been, but beggars can’t be choosers. Adelle was just grateful the stinging from the bites and her raw wrists were easing down. She shut her eyes.

“I think I now hate vampires,” she groaned.

“Don’t let Reina hear you say that. She’ll slap you silly,” Valerie said, sitting down on the bed beside her. 

The warm towel ran across her forehead, mopping up the last of the crusted dried blood from her hairline. Nothing felt better than that towel, save the soft mattress beneath her. Adelle sighed in appeasement.

“All right then, I hate shit sucking junky vampires. Vampires like Reina are still cool,” she said.

“How many were there?” Valerie asked.

“Five. Well, four now.”

“Ethan’s pals?”

“That’s my guess. Either that or they paid him for a hit off me.”

Valerie’s fingers tighten around the towel as she kept wiping Adelle’s face and neck clean. “I swear, Dell. If I find that little asshole, I will pop his head right off.”

“Not if I get to him first.” Adelle opened her tired eyes and smiled. Her sister’s dark expression softened.

“Oh my. Suddenly so fierce.” Valerie chuckled.

“I don’t like being taken off guard. I trusted him. I had him meet family for God’s sake.” Adelle sunk her teeth into her lower lip as rage started bubbling again. The voice of Cybil echoed in her head.

Just keep calm, Adelle. Keep calm.

Valerie rose to her feet and tossed the towel into the wicker hamper. “Get some rest. Tomorrow we’ll get some food in you. I left a glass of water on your nightstand in case-”

“I’ll go,” Adelle said. “I’ll go stay with Wendy.”

Valerie blinked in surprise. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re okay with it?”

“No, actually I’m not. I don’t like Wendy, and I like running away even less.” Adelle let out a long breath as the anger burned away from her face. “But you’re right. We can’t let Phoebe get hurt, and I can’t use my powers.”

“You mean you won’t use your powers.”

Adelle winced at Valerie’s truth. “Either way, it’s safer for everyone.”

Valerie looked down at Adelle sprawled out on her bed, pale and weak. Her sister’s gaze was full of pity, lips pulled into a grimace. Adelle hated when she looked at her like that.

“It probably won’t be long. I’ll book you a flight and give Wendy a call tomorrow,” Valerie said.

“Ten dollars says she tries to pawn me off on someone after a week,” Adelle said.

Valerie snorted. “I give it two.”

“You’re on.”

Valerie reached down and pulled the blankets over her. “Get some sleep. I’ll stand watch just in case.”

“Working on it.” Adelle clumsily reached over to her nightstand and clicked off her light. Her weak voice whispered, “Val?” Valerie stopped in the doorway, her tall shadow silhouetted in the moonlight, waiting for Adelle to finish. “I love you, Val,” Adelle said.

She could sense Valerie’s smile. “Love you too, Freakzoid.”

Valerie’s footsteps faded out and Adelle felt herself begin to slip into sleep. The first true sleep she’d had in five days. Soon, she would be on a plane soon heading to Washington State. She’d need all the rest she could get.
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SHE HAS A LOT OF BALLS, making me wait for her. Like I’m a goddamned lap dog.

Despite the rumblings and grumblings in Jack’s mind, it was a good day to sit around with a black coffee and brood. But that was what Jack did best on the weekends ever since Wendy had dumped him. Considering he was one of the older, crankier dragons living in the U.S., Jack felt he had earned a right to brood out of seniority. Dragons never took rejection gracefully. He may or may not have set a few fires in the forest outside of town after getting the boot a few months back. It was just to blow off some steam. Things were calmer and the rage was now just an angry smolder. But if he was going to meet with his ex today, coffee was definitely in order.

Whiskey would be in order later.

It was a typical autumn day in Washington; grey, blustery, and cold. Orange and red leaves dappled the trees and occasionally a nice icy wind would whisk through the streets of town adding an extra chill. Jack didn’t mind the cold. In fact, he welcomed the colder seasons. He was hot blooded enough. Summer months were a pain in the ass when you were more or less a walking furnace. 

When he strode into What a Grind, a small mom and pop coffee shop in his little town of Whitmore, a few people peered up from their newspapers and conversations to watch the large man seat himself. He was used to it. 

Clocking in over six feet tall and over two-hundred and fifty pounds of muscle as a man, Jack wasn’t a delicate creature in either form. Add in the black fingernails and his strange amber colored eyes, he was someone you wanted to look at in case you needed to give his description to the police later. Luckily, Whitmore was a small town where a good chunk of the population was of the Wyrd. Most folks in town were familiar with his intimidating presence and others knew he was a dragon in human guise.

Whitmore was tucked up north in the Cascades, earning its income as a ski resort town to the tourists in the winter and a party town to the college kids in the summer and spring. The vampires, the shape shifters, the landed merfolk, among many other types lived there to get away from city life. Jack had managed to find a niche of his own there. As long as his human form stayed true, things were hunky dory.

After some grumbling and growling, a coffee was ordered and Jack sat in restless silence. There he was, one of the most feared creatures in the Wyrd waiting like a sad little puppy for his ex and resenting every minute of it. He glanced out the window, looking for any sign of the angel faced beauty. Nothing yet.

More waiting. 

More grumbling. 

It sucked.

Three months ago, Wendy gave him the boot. After meeting her, Jack thought he had finally found his mate. When he decided it was time to stake his dragon’s claim and say the bonding words to her, she had unceremoniously dumped him with the “It’s not you, it's me” speech.

He was over Wendy. Well, when they were apart he thought he was. But whenever they were thrown together, Jack found her intoxicating all over again. He winced. 

Infatuated? That was an understatement. He was absolutely twiterpated. The sweet, willowy blonde had come out of nowhere and hit him like a speeding Buick.

Wendy had called Jack last night, asking him to meet her. It wasn’t the first time she had asked for a favor after their break up. This time it sounded urgent. Her sweet feminine voice had pleaded with him over the phone; “Please Jack, you’re the only one I trust with this”. 

Damn his weakness for damsels in distress. He remembered the “good old days” when they were more appealing considered as a snack. Then he started sleeping with his snacks and it was all downhill from there. 

Jack sipped his black coffee and leaned back in his chair. His eyes fixed on the window as he waited for Wendy. She was always fashionably late. Soon, a black Ford Mustang pulled up out front and she stepped out of the passenger side. Most of his hot coffee was finished before she came through the door.

The bell over the coffee shop door tinkled and in she walked. The delicate smell of daisies filled the shop upon her arrival. Wendy had an aura that drew every eye in the room to her, causing men and women alike to stammer, stare, and hang on every word. Jack felt his heart stop, and he swallowed hard as she approached. Dammit, she still made him falter when he looked at her. She flipped the length of her sunny blonde hair over her shoulder, her cornflower blue eyes twinkling as she smiled. 

Wendy’s high cheekbones and willowy frame could easily pass her off as a fae if it weren’t for her lack of pointed ears. Despite the heart shaped face that spoke of innocence, Jack knew she had a wild streak. Experience with her in the sack told him so.

Wendy made eye contact with Jack and smiled in her usual gentle manner, giving him a wave of her slender hand. Jack felt himself smile at the ethereal beauty and gestured for her to take a seat across from him.

"Wendy," he said. He tried to stop that grin from coming but couldn’t.

"Good to see you Jack," Wendy replied. She sat herself down, smoothing out the skirt of her blue floral print dress with a prim touch of her hands. ”You look good.”

“I always do,” Jack leaned back in his chair.

Wendy let out a giggle which made his mouth twitch upwards again. “Always so confident, yet you still hide that devilish accent of yours.”

“I’m not hiding it. I’ve been around here long enough to have it fade.” 

It wasn’t a total lie. His Scottish still dusted his gravel scratched tones but was hardly noticeable. Sometimes it slipped out when he was tired or distracted. Now a days, Jack only broke out his full brogue for ladies who found accents sexy as hell. It was an instant panty dropper in most cases.

"I'm sorry to call you out of the blue,” Wendy said.

"No you're not. But I can't stay mad at you."

He took another sip of his coffee, annoyed that he spoke the truth. He’d get mad, and then see her again and all the anger would fly right out the window. That’s what he got for dating a mind mage. They had a way of sneaking into your head and sticking with you.

“I wouldn't have contacted you if I didn't think it was important. I need your help." Wendy bit her lower lip and folded her hands on top of the table. She raised her pensive blue eyes to him like a helpless kitten. It could have been an act. Wendy was damn good at the distressed pouty act. Jack bought it every time. Today was no different.

He waved a hand, pretending he didn’t care what she had to say. "It's okay. Just say it."

"Remember my cousin, Adelle?"

"Yeah, I remember. The redhead, right? She dropped in a few years back to help you move.” 

He vaguely remembered her. It was a while ago. Wendy had a couple of cousins in San Diego that popped in on rare occasions. One was a tall dark haired woman with a loud mouth named Valerie. Her younger sister, Adelle had spent most of her visit telling Valerie to stop checking out Jack’s ass. Jack didn’t talk much to Adelle. She spent most of the time hiding from him. But it was hard to forget that bright flaming red hair and how he wanted to bury his hands into it. He always did love redheads the most. Still, Wendy’s cousin was off limits then and still was if he had any common sense. 

“What about her?”

"She's moved to town. She's new, she doesn't know a soul, and..." Wendy trailed off as Jack let out a long groan and crushed his empty paper cup. His cheeks burned with annoyance.

“Oh, Christ. Are you fixing me up?” 

"I'm not fixing you up." 

“Then what?”

"This is different. It’s a bit more... dire."

“She direly needs to get laid?” Jack smirked. “Because if that’s all-”

“Jack, I’m being serious!”

“So am I.” He grinned at her.

Wendy paused and shut her eyes, taking in a long deep breath. She was counting to ten. Jack had seen her do it before. She did it often when they had conversations.

"She needs someone to look out for her,” Wendy continued, curbing her temper. “And I figured since you and me-” She wrung her hands, teeth sinking into her lower lip. “Well since we know each other, she's more apt to trust you."

Jack scowled at the pretty creature across from him. “Know each other. That’s one way to put it.”

“You know what I mean.”

Jack looked down to his fist clutching the crushed cup. The half sip of coffee that was left had dribbled through his fingers, scalding his skin. He growled loud enough that the people at the far table gave them a worried glance, then turned to Wendy, jaw clenched. Once he met her sweet cornflower blue gaze, all the anger rushed from him. 

Dammit! She always does that! 

A sigh escaped his lips and he murmured, “I'll be more than happy to help, Wendy." 

“So you’ll help my cousin?” 

“Sure.” 

“And you’ll protect her?”

“Why not?”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

Wendy smiled, took his large hand into hers, and gave it a squeeze. Electricity tingled up his arm at her touch. The dragon suddenly felt like a sucker.

"So, where is this cousin?” Jack said.

Wendy turned and waved out the window. “Just outside,” she said. 

Wendy kept her eyes glued to the grey blustery streets and the Mustang parked out front. The door opened and Steven stepped out. The sight of the vampire creased Jack’s brow with jealousy. Steven was tall, lean, and extremely handsome. He was blessed with movie star good looks and everything else that made women fantasize at night. 

Two hyper good looking people together at last.

Wendy and Steven were the new power couple of Whitmore. At least Steven was a half-blood, giving Jack one advantage over him. Poor Steven. He managed to start a transformation into a vampire, but never finished for some reason. That created a beautiful, solemn man who could stand in the sunlight but lacked all the extra abilities that came with being a full blood vampire. While he was faster and stronger than a human, Steven would never be as powerful as the real deal.

Jack hated him, regardless.

He didn’t really know Steven other than he was the one Wendy dumped him for. That was all he needed. Why she went for a half-breed vampire over a manly, full-blooded dragon was baffling. So, Jack just blamed all those T.V shows on cable. Blood sucker mystique was all the rage these days. The only reason Steven was still alive was because Wendy asked Jack nicely not to kill him. But there had been days. Jack was about to say something snarky about his rival when Steven opened the passenger door and let Wendy’s cousin out. Most women didn’t stop him short of a smart ass remark but this one did.

Jack sat up, spine rigid, nerves alert, as Adelle stepped out to the sidewalk. The woman had luscious curves that could stop a city bus on a dime. Her blue jeans and that fitted paisley shirt sang their praises with every step those black ankle boots took. Waves of fire red curls streaked across the grey streets of Whitmore when a sharp gust of wind took the locks from her shoulders. Her oval shaped face was fair with light freckles dusting her cheeks and her neck was long and slender, accented by long sparkling gold earrings.

Jack bit his lower lip and suppressed a low groan as she passed by the coffee shop window. For a brief moment, Adelle glanced through the plate glass, her gaze locking with his. Those round, green eyes were the stuff of sonnets; green with webs of gold and brown laced in. They reminded him of sea moss and ivy. Adelle lost her footing a moment as their eyes met, cheeks flushing. She caught herself and, just as quickly as it happened, she turned away, breaking their electrified connection.

Looks must have ran in Wendy’s family. Wendy was definitely a work of art, an other worldly beauty from somewhere beyond. Adelle lacked that pixie land bullshit and had an earthy, real quality to her. Someone you could touch and taste. A lady you wanted in your bed, not on a pedestal.

When Jack recovered from his first solid glimpse of Adelle, he noticed the angry scowl cutting across her pink lips. All the sudden fantasies about her vanished from his mind as he recalled why he was here meeting her. She didn’t look too keen about it either. Jack had a sneaky suspicion he was walking into a trap. 

Oh this is going to be a joy, he thought with a groan.

Steven escorted Wendy’s cousin into the coffee shop like a gentleman, holding her elbow as they walked in. Adelle didn’t seem to like the formal gesture, judging by the heat in her eyes. For a moment, Jack was tempted to swat Steven’s hand away from her. 

Wendy turned to Jack with a mild smile then stood beside her cousin. "Jack this is my cousin, Adelle. Adelle Constance, this is my friend, Jack." 

He gave her a cool nod of his head but Adelle didn’t make eye contact. She only folded her arms, pursed her lips, and fixed her big green eyes on the ceiling.

Oh yeah, a real joy.

“Adelle,” Wendy warned. “Be nice.”

“I am being nice. I didn’t say anything bitchy, did I?” Adelle said in a flat, unamused tone. The corners of Jack’s mouth turned up into a small grin. 

This one has a bit of a bite. 

Wendy sighed. "Adelle, don't do this."

Adelle fixed Wendy with a glare that could melt glass. After a tense second, she let out a sigh then offered a hand for Jack to shake. "Hi," she murmured, finally looking at Jack’s face. 

Her lips parted in surprise when they made eye contact again. It was his eyes. It was always his eyes. The human form could hide most the scales and all of the wings but his amber colored eyes always gave away that he wasn’t human. Most people were a bit shocked at first. Surprised or not, Adelle’s grip on his hand was firm and fearless.

"Hey there. I'm Jack. Obviously." The dragon arched a brow once again looking her over. Yup, all curves. At least the view will be enjoyable. “So, what? We’re going to the movies or something?”

Adelle’s mouth screwed up into a little smirk. "Apparently, you're going to be the new jailer this round.” Wendy elbowed her so hard that Adelle almost fell over. She caught herself on the chair and shouted, ”Hey!" ready to let loose a string of curse words a mile long.

Wendy turned a sharp glare on her, eyes blazing. The tirade was dashed before it began and Adelle winced hard, grabbing her forehead. Jack knew that move all too well. Wendy was having a few words with her cousin inside her head. She had done it to Jack a couple of times before, like when he chewed out that smart ass waiter or told Steven his ass looked big in khakis. Slipping into thoughts was a mind mage’s sneaky way to argue in public. It gave the victim one hell of a headache too.

After a moment of silent glaring, Wendy turned away, the serene expression returning to her perfect face. Adelle let out a sigh of relief. She rubbed her temples and said, "Sorry. That was uncalled for."

“I’ve said worse,” Jack said with a little grin. It gave him a sense of smug satisfaction to see someone make Wendy lose her cool. Jack figured he was the only one who could. 

A feisty red head. Maybe this wouldn’t be too horrible.

Wendy stepped over to Steven, her ever stoic and eternal Ken Doll of the night. She took his arm and looked between the two. “Well, I’ll let you both get acquainted. Adelle, I’ll bring your bags over to Jack’s place later tonight.”

That’s when Jack jumped to his feet, waving his hands. “Whoa! Wait, wait. Bags? As in she’s staying with me?” 

Adelle just put her hands up to him in defense. “Dude, I tried to warn you but I got brain frozen.” 

“Jack,” Wendy said in a sweet voice. “You promised you’d help. And you’re a creature of your word.”

“Help as in show her around the town. Not as in get myself a roommate and-” Jack clenched his fists as his face grew hot with anger. 

Son of a bitch, she got him. 

Promises weren’t taken lightly in the Wyrd world. All were bound to their word. You break a vow, and that vow would break you. Jack said the words ‘I promise’. Now he was bound to Wendy’s favor. The tingle he felt when they grabbed hands had sealed the deal. Wendy must have used her mind juju too, so it wasn’t noticeable when he accepted.

“Wendy, you told me you’d never screw around with me like this!” Jack snarled.

“I’m not screwing around with you! You promised!” 

Wendy’s lips turned up into a pretty pout. When Jack growled, Steven clenched Wendy against him, eyes turning a fierce red. Just when Jack was about to start world war three in a coffee shop, Adelle stepped in.

“Okay, let’s all relax here,” Adelle said, putting her arms out between them all. “Look, Jack. I need a place to stay. I’m sorry Wendy left that important part out but...” Her eyes lifted towards the ceiling as she tried to find her words. “As melodramatic as this sounds, I’m not safe at Wendy’s place. At least not now.”

“Not safe?” Jack said “What do you mean?” 

“It’s a long story.”

“Then why should I let you into my house? So whoever is looking for you can break in and kill me?”

Adelle answered him with a smirk and a cock of her hip. “Really? You’re worried about that? You?” Her hand gestured to Jack’s large physique.

All right, so she had a point. Only an idiot would come looking for trouble with dragons. Her acknowledgement of Jack’s strength soothed the bruise Wendy left on his ego.

Adelle’s expression softened. “Look, I don’t like this anymore than you do but please.” She gave him a helpless sigh. With an offer of her empty palms towards him, she pleaded, “I got nothing, man.”

Jack set his jaw tight as he looked over Adelle, and her gesture of humility. Her brow was knitted with wounded pride. The sight nudged at his heart just enough to weaken his resolve. She needed an ally and lord knew he could use one against Wendy. That didn’t make Wendy’s trickery sting any less but maybe he could calm his ire by ganging up on his ex-girlfriend at a later date.

With a nod he sat himself back down, a nasty scowl on his lips. “Well it doesn’t matter anyways.” He glared at Wendy “I’m bound now.” 

Wendy shuddered at the venom Jack spat with his words. When Steven stepped in front of Wendy to shield her, it only pissed him off more. 

No maiming. Not in public. 

“Fine. I got a spare room. You can stay with me for now, Adelle,” he said.

That didn’t make Adelle look any less uneasy. In fact, she seemed to be even more uncomfortable than before. For some reason her uneasiness irritated him far worse.

“Thank you,” Wendy said. Jack’s anger started to simmer down to a low boil at the sound of her voice. She turned to Adelle. “Be good, please.” 

Adelle just nodded and sat down as her cousin took Steven's arm and walked out. The bell over the coffee shop door tinkled and there was silence. That’s when Jack noticed everyone was staring at them. With a grunt, Jack ignored the audience, folded his arms and stared across the table at Adelle. She in turn, did the same thing.

More awkward silence followed before Jack finally said, “Yeah, this is going to be fun.” 

Adelle pushed some of her fiery curls from her face and pursed her lips. Her nervous eyes darted around the room.

Even more silence followed.

“You know,” Jack continued. “Talking, is always an option to explore.” A hint of mirth touched his voice. He could have sworn he saw her crack a smile. That encouraged him.

"So.” Adelle’s gaze kept moving around as she grasped for a topic. Eventually she found one. “You got dumped by my cousin, huh?” 

Jack gaped at her, eyebrows raised. Adelle paled. She covered her mouth with her hands as if trying to shove the words back in. 

“Okay, maybe not! I didn’t mean...!” She stammered, trying to claw her way out of the social faux pas pit she had fallen head first into. “But you had a fling. You... flung with... umm.”

"Yeah. Didn't work out,” Jack replied still staring at Adelle, mouth hanging half open.

The redhead bit her lower lip again then groaned, “Aw hell!” and flopped her head down onto the table with a thud.

“You’re not good with people, are you?” 

“I’m out of my element,” her muffled voice said from beneath her arms. “This is going to be an awkward relationship I can tell."

“No kidding.” Jack looked down at her, eyebrow cocked half up. "So, who and when was your last date?" Adelle lifted her head and glared at him. That seemed to answer his question. “Ah. I had a feeling.”

“Don’t rub it in.” She sat up, straightening her jean jacket as she tried to recover with grace. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. I’m just a nervous wreck right now, thanks to my cousin.”

”And I’m your current jailer huh?” Jack asked. “What was your last jailer like?"

"I didn't have one." Her cheeks grew pink. “I was just being dramatic. I um, I ran into some trouble down south so my sister, Valerie, thought it best that I come up here and stay with Wendy and out of the spotlight for a bit.”

“Down south where and what kind of trouble?”

“San Diego and I don’t really want to get into it right now.”

“Ah. I’ll ask again. What kind-”

“I don’t want to go into it right now.” Adelle’s voice went hard as stone, eyes narrowing.

Startled by the change, Jack didn’t press further. At least not yet. He had to admit he was impressed that she was sticking to her guns. Eventually he’d intimidate it out of her but right now, he liked her spirit. If he wasn’t so sure she would be a pain in the ass later, he’d find that stubborn streak kind of sexy.

“No one is going to come beat you up if you’re indeed worried,” she said.

Jack gave her a toothy grin. “I’m never worried about that.”

“Yeah, I figured.” Adelle laughed a bit, the sound melodic and all too brief. “This is all Wendy's idea. She claims I’m too easy to find at her place. Honestly, I think she just doesn’t want me to cramp her sex schedule. I decided it’s best to just comply with her hack plans and keep her out of my head."

Jack watched the skittish creature rub the palms of her hands together as she spoke, her eyes jumping from him, to the wall, to the window, then back to him. With Wendy gone, he had a moment to sit back and appreciate Adelle and her amazing ability to fill out a fitted shirt and jeans. She had a body that Jack was convinced was built for sin. And those eyes... She couldn’t be fully human. No full human looked like that. 

"Look. I don't need a babysitter," Adelle said.

"Who said I was a babysitter?" That earned him yet another bitter look. He leaned forward and said in a low voice, "Listen Adelle, I’m bound by word to this and even if I wasn’t, I owe Wendy a few solids.”

“Meaning you’re still carrying a torch for her.” 

Jack clenched his jaw, vowed to himself not to eat her, and continued. “It's clear you don't want to be in this mess. Neither do I. So, what say you and I get out of here, keep her happy for a while, and you get some free room and board? Once we make it clear to her that you don't need a guardian, Wendy will release me and we'll both be off the hook."

Adelle narrowed her eyes at him, her lips thinning into a tight suspicious line. 

"Come on. We'll go get some pizza," he added.

Adelle sighed. “'I’d rather just go. I’m sure you’re a good guy Jack but this is ridiculous. Sorry about the trouble." 

She got to her feet to leave only to find Jack standing in front of her, his body obstructing the way to the door. Jack grinned as Adelle gawked up the length of him, noting how very large he was compared to her. She swallowed, laughed, and then tried to sidestep him. Jack only widened his stance and planted his booted feet in place, blocking her exit.

"Not that simple, Buttercup,” he said. “I let you walk away and my vow is broken. A broken vow is a big no-no for me. Plus, I'll never hear the end of it from Wendy. So we're stuck with each other for a while. I'll drive you to my place; we’ll order a pizza then wait for Wendy to drop off your stuff, deal?”

Adelle shifted from one foot to the other, twitching like a cornered cat. "I won't tell her that you left your post."

She was bargaining? 

Why do all the damsels feel the need to bargain?

"Right,” Jack said. “What are the odds on a mind mage not finding out the truth anyways?"

Adelle opened her mouth to retort then paused. A light of realization ignited behind her eyes and her shoulders slumped. "Touché, sir," she groaned.

"Come on. It’s a short walk to my car.” Jack put a hand on her shoulder to guide her to the door.

"You don't take no for an answer, do you?” Jack’s reply was in the form of a sly grin and nothing more. Adelle took two steps then suddenly dug her heels into the floor. "What If I refused?"

His grin got even wider. "Find out."

“Jeeze, you’re a real chest thumping caveman, aren’t you?”

“Chest thumper, yes. Man, no. Now can we go?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Jack rubbed his forehead and grunted. “Adelle, there are three places to ride in my car. The front seat, the back seat, and the trunk."

Her green eyes widened. "Duly noted."

"And now we're communicating!" He gestured to the door with a grand sweep of his arm. "Ladies first."

Adelle sighed and started walking. But before she passed, she swung around and wagged a finger in his face, giving the tip of his nose a delicate thump.

"We'll negotiate this later,” she said then turned on her heels and walked out, chin raised high. The bell over the door rang furiously. Jack growled under his breath.

“Wendy, you owe me big time,” he muttered.
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Chapter 3
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ADELLE SAT IN THE FRONT seat of Jack’s cherry red ‘67 Chevy Impala, silent as the grave. She shifted, the black leather seats squeaking under her backside. The engine purred like a kitten and the ride was hardly bumpy even if it was way too fast for surface streets. Her sister, Valerie, was a terror on the road so Adelle was used to speed. Besides, when driving a red Impala, one had to have the “need to speed”. That was probably a natural law somewhere. It wasn’t surprising that the dragon drove a vintage muscle car. In fact, it was downright appropriate. 

Jack didn’t seem to be all that bad of a guy. He had even made her crack a smile earlier. She expected a strutting macho douche that would stop at nothing to grab her ass. Most Wyrd males she met were of that ilk. Jack was only grumpy and stubborn. She couldn’t really blame him for the grumpy part, considering the circumstances. Still, Jack seemed to be the type who always expected to get his way. Adelle predicted many an argument, knowing how hard she dug her heels in when pushed. 

I might as well suck it up and try to make friends with Mr. Crankypants McGee, she thought.

“So,” Adelle’s voice lifted over the Impala’s mighty engine. “You have a guest room?”

“Nope. You’ll have to sleep with me,” Jack said, never taking his eyes of the road. “Beware. I spoon.”

Adelle’s stomach dropped and cold chills dashed across her back. She’d have to make sure her hands remained in her pockets while she slept.

As if sensing her sudden panic, or possibly seeing her eyes bugging out of her head, Jack added, “Yes, I have a guest room. Don’t worry; I’m safer than I look. And you haven't told me what you want on your pizza yet."

Her cheeks flushed. Of course he was kidding. Are you an idiot?

“Mushrooms,” Adelle said.

“Anything else?” 

“I’m not picky.”

Jack nodded and continued to drive.

Silence reigned again. 

Long live the silence.

Adelle was apprehensive about starting another bout of small talk. The first round was an epic failure. Foot in mouth disease ran rampant with Adelle when she was nervous. Chances were she’d say something along the lines of “So, my cousin showed me you were one helluva guy in the sack” which would probably go over as well as the first time she had tried to initiate conversation. Besides, she already knew everything about him. Well, everything Wendy knew at least.

Before dragging Adelle to the coffee shop, Wendy performed one of her “mind dumps” on her. Wendy was always keen on mind dumps. They saved her time. The blonde beauty had put her hands against Adelle’s forehead and whoosh; Wendy’s memories snatched Adelle’s brain like a vice. Every last detail about their relationship, including the things she didn’t really want to know, flooded her. Jack was a dragon, he was pretty dang old, he owned his own business which was a gym, he howled like a dog in heat when Wendy would touch the back of his...

Ew, Ew, EEEEEW! 

The mind dump also gave sensations and emotions which sent Adelle straight into squicksville. Seeing her cousin doing the bedroom bop? There went those cold chills again. Suddenly, she understood how Phoebe felt whenever Valerie started in on her sexual conquest stories, out loud, in detail, and in public. She’d never scoff at her baby sister again.

Adelle remembered Jack from a few years ago. The memory had hit her as soon as she saw him sitting in the coffee shop. It was hard to forget a guy like him. She and Valerie had come to Washington to help Wendy move into her new apartment. Of course, Wendy’s new boyfriend, Jack was helping as well. And Jack just oozed masculinity to distraction. 

Strongly built with a rough deep voice like thunder, Jack was not what a lady would call cute or boyish. But cute and boyish didn’t make Adelle’s stomach somersault. Jack sent her belly right onto the Olympic gymnastics team. He was all man and muscle poured into a tight t-shirt and blue jeans. That butt in that weathered denim? 

Yowzah. 

His square jaw was dusted over with stubble and a thin scar traced his right cheekbone under his eye. And his eyes were just... Well, no human had eyes that color. They were an amazing combination of gold, yellow, and brown, swirled together in an intoxicating galaxy. Eyes the color of whiskey poured into a crystal glass.

Adelle had avoided him the rest of that moving day. Both to keep her hormones in check and to secretly curse her cousin for snagging such a masculine specimen. Much to her chagrin, Adelle had found herself wondering all day what his shaggy golden brown hair would feel like in between her fingers, how his skin felt, and what his mouth tasted like. Chances were he could break most of Adelle’s ex-boyfriends over his knee if he wanted. She found that strangely comforting. 

Adelle dated her fair share of pretty boys but it was the big manly guys that turned her crank. Yet, she shied away from their ilk and stuck with the boys. Now, she had ended up right in the lap of a red blooded beefcake. 

Oh, awkward.

On occasion, Adelle snuck a glance over at Jack as they drove. She had had a feeling he wasn’t human when they first met years ago, but had never had the nerve to ask. Those eyes were a telltale sign that he was indeed from the Wyrd, like herself. There were other things beyond that; such as the black fingernails which were not painted on if you took a good look and a golden red hue that shimmered under his skin when the light hit him just right. Cybil had trained Adelle to detect those things. Tells, if you will. Every full blood had at least one. Jack seemed to have three so far.

Jack must have felt her staring at him. He flicked a glance to her, eyebrow cocked. An electric tingle warmed her belly as she locked eyes with him. Adelle smiled, shrugged her shoulders, and turned her head to look out the windshield. 

Oh, so very awkward.

After a short, strained drive, Jack pulled into the parking lot of a gym. It was just a square of a building with a simple sign announcing Jack’s Gym. Well, he was no marketing genius by any means with a name like that. She looked through the large picture windows that traced the front of the building and found a decent amount of people inside, despite the dull name. 

Jack slipped out of the car then walked around the front of the Impala to open her door for her. It was an odd gentlemanly gesture coming from the grumbling hulk. Adelle hesitated then got out and to her feet, brushing some unruly curls from her eyes.

“You live in a gym?” she asked.

“I live upstairs above the gym.” 

Jack pointed to the tall stairway that stretched up to a small porch and single door. By the looks of it, his living quarters were about the same footprint of the gym which, while simple, was pretty spacious. When Adelle looked back at him, Jack had already started up the stairs, fishing keys out of his jeans’ pocket. She had to sprint to keep up with his long stride. The keys jingled and he opened the door stepping aside in that lady’s first way that continued to baffle her. She eyed him a moment, jaw set into place. The dragon sensed her discomfort and sighed.

“What?” Jack said. “I was a kid in the age of chivalry. Old habits die hard. Will you get inside already?”

She peered through the doorway of his home. Thresholds were powerful devices. They were designed to make uninvited guests “uncomfortable”. On top of that, many warded their thresholds with strong magic for double the safety. Even the Constance house had one, set to only welcome in those they invited. She always regretted inviting Ethan over for dinner before their break up. He never could have snuck into her bedroom if she hadn’t. That was just the beginning of the mess she was in.

Adelle held her breath as her toes slid across the doorway. She didn’t explode and no magical rabid dogs came to tear her apart. Her breath was released with a smile and she stepped inside. The sound of an amused snort made her look back at Jack standing behind her.

“Most folks know not to mess with my threshold,” Jack said, explaining the lack of extra magical wards. He gave her another cocky grin before closing the door. Yup, there was no
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