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      To anyone who needs the reminder that sometimes the most courageous act is knowing when to accept help.
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      Three Months Ago

      “So glad you came with me,” Petra yelled in my ear, her voice barely audible over the loud bass as she pulled a piece of cotton candy off a stick. Lysander and his band, The Lost Talisman, had just retaken the stage at Blaze’s annual Halloween party, and I looked over the crowded beach.

      Nudging her with my shoulder, I smiled at my best friend. Her red hair was held back by a black ribbon bow, the blue dress with white pinafore making her the perfect Alice in Wonderland. We’d picked out costumes a few days ago in Boston, and my cape lifted in the breeze. Devanna had spelled my normally dark hair platinum blonde for tonight, and a small, stuffed black dragon perched on my shoulder, making sure everyone knew exactly who I was.

      Khaleesi.

      The Mother of Dragons. 

      Daenerys Targaryen.

      Was I late to the Game of Thrones obsession? Yes.

      Did I know how it ended? Also yes.

      Did I care? Nope. Not one bit. That bitch rode a dragon, and nothing was cooler than that.

      Petra pinched off another piece of cotton candy, holding it out for me, but I shook my head no, sipping at my empty drink in hopes it would magically refill itself. Considering everyone at this party but Petra was some sort of supernatural, it wasn’t a total impossibility. It was strange to see my two very separate worlds collide like this, but the ever-present itchy feeling I’d had every other time I’d returned home since my mom had passed away wasn’t there tonight. 

      Nothing was the same without her, but Deadlights Cove was changing. In my mind, everything here should have been frozen in time, a fragile picture of what life used to be like and never would again. But now, seeing my human best friend mingling among the supernaturals I’d grown up with… it was different.

      I was different.

      Maybe I was ready for new memories. To find a way to blend my former life with my current one.

      Staring into my empty cup, I tried to think of the words to a spell that might refill it, but my mind was blank. Any spells I’d once known had been replaced by the medical jargon I’d spent the last 10 years focusing on as I ran from my past.

      “Having fun, ladies?” Blaze shouted as he worked his way towards us through the crowd, two cups held aloft. Tiny white angel wings fluttered in the breeze behind him, his normally chaotic dark hair brushed into a severe combover. I bit my cheeks to keep myself from laughing at his costume, dressed like the overbearing mayor of our town, Orion.

      “You look ridiculous,” Petra snorted, taking the cups from Blaze’s outstretched hands and giving one to me.

      Blaze grinned, teeth flashing as he waggled his brows before wiping the expression off his face and adopting a far more serious look. “Sorry. I forgot I’m not supposed to smile. And I’ve only sighed twice tonight. Need to up that count if I want to be believable. Maybe I should shine my boat shoes. Whip out an iron and fix some tablecloths. Go annoy Devanna. Something.”

      I laughed, stacking my new cup over the empty one still in my hand, giving up on the idea of magically refilling it. “Is Orion still here or did he leave early?”

      “He’s here somewhere.” Blaze waved vaguely towards the crowded beach, lit by the low moon hanging over the ocean to our right. “I saw him at the bar with Ryker earlier, about to start a grump-off.”

      “Sounds fun.” I tried to sound disinterested as my brain picked up on the name he’d mentioned. I’d met the reclusive dragon shifter at Morgaine’s house a few weeks ago, and he and his bike were hard to forget. Standing on my tiptoes, I scanned the beach, looking for a blond head above the crowd, knowing of only one male in Deadlights Cove who wore his hair tied up in a man bun like that.

      Petra shivered and Blaze dropped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her away from me. “Gonna get my girl settled in front of a fire. You coming, Selene?” Blaze asked, but I waved them off, not feeling the third-wheel role tonight.

      “I’ll find you later,” Petra said over her shoulder, and I smiled.

      Blaze and Petra were an odd pair, but I loved the way he doted on her. Petra’s friendship over the last decade had been unexpected and exactly what I’d needed. I was thrilled to see her happy, even if it left me feeling the weight of my loneliness. We’d lived together for years, and I missed my best friend.

      “Snap out of it, Selene,” I scolded myself, looking around the crowd for Nimue and Devanna, my two childhood friends who were both here somewhere. I took a gulp of the drink from Blaze, ready for a buzz to kick in. The fruity taste washed over my taste buds as I swallowed, looking down into the cup. “Damn, that’s good.”

       Without a thought, I headed towards the bar, hoping Maia or whoever was working tonight could make another one of whatever this was. Not watching where I was going, I slammed right into a wall, my drink splashing out of the cup and down the front of my costume.

      I jumped back, hands held wide as I looked down at the red liquid on my tunic, then noticed the motorcycle boots in front of me. Frowning, I studied the boots — not a wall — before my eyes trailed up a pair of long legs, then over a giant torso, all the way up to a tattooed neck, and a severe face, topped with a blond man-bun. 

      Holy hell, why was Ryker so unbelievably attractive? Imagine if Chris Hemsworth and Charlie Hunnam had a baby, then tattooed every square inch of his pale skin and topped it with the sexiest haircut only a handful of men could pull off. It was unfair how beautiful this male was, and my buzz lent me just the hint of a fiery temper at the injustice.

      “Watch where you’re going,” Ryker’s deep voice rumbled, his blazing green eyes focused on me as he took a napkin from the bar and wiped the liquid from his leather jacket.

      “How about you not be so huge and in the way?” I shot back, not sure whether I was annoyed that he’d blamed me, or that my body wanted to hurl itself at him. “Surely your view from way up there is better than mine.” 

      Ryker’s jaw worked, forcing me to focus on his trim beard, and I wondered what it would feel like against my skin before he did me a favor by reminding me of his personality when he grunted, “You are unusually short, even for a woman.”

       I sighed, gulping back the last of my drink because yep, I was annoyed with how attracted I was to this man. Watching my friends fall in love had me on the horny side of lonely, and that was always dangerous.

      A shoulder bumped into me, and I went flying towards Ryker again, but his hands came out to catch me before I fell. “Are you drunk?”

      I glowered, staring up at him. “Just because you’re gorgeous does not mean you get to be an asshole.”

      He chuckled, and dammit, this man did not need a dimple.

      I lurched forward again, and I turned, ready to tell off whoever kept bodyslamming me, only to come face to face with Julian and Lily. I recoiled, stepping towards Ryker as I put distance between myself and the couple who were so deep into a makeout session they hadn’t noticed me.

      “She can’t be enjoying that.” I pointed at the way Julian’s tongue darted into her mouth, surely cutting off Lily’s air supply. “No finesse. All force. She’s gasping, and not in a good way. I’d give it a 2.5 out of 10.”

      “Takes some males a couple hundred years to put their needs second,” Ryker agreed, throwing Julian a look of disdain before his eyes slid back to me. “To realize the more they give, the more they get. Isn’t that right, Khaleesi?”

      For a split second, his eyes almost seemed to glow, but maybe that was a trick of the moonlight. Whatever it was, the air between us grew tense, and my mouth went dry at the implication behind his words. A bead of sweat dripped down my chest, trailed by the molten heat his attention spread in me. 

      “Hm,” I offered intelligently, taking a long gulp of my empty cup as I tried to gather my wits. Smooth, Selene. “Hard to say. It’s been a while.”

      Ryker tilted his head, his gaze sliding past me to where vehicles had parked at the edge of the beach — among them, his gleaming Harley. “I’ll change that.”

      I choked on the last of my drink, struggling to swallow, and Ryker’s thumb lifted to brush across my lips, cleaning up the alcohol that had dribbled out. It shouldn’t have been sexy, but the swoop in my stomach  begged to differ.

      He stepped past me, deliberately brushing against my shoulder with his giant Viking chest, then stopped a few paces away. Brow cocked. An invitation, or a challenge.

      I moved to follow him, but not before “accidentally” tripping, my cup of ice miraculously falling directly down the back of Julian’s shirt. He yelped, pulling off Lily’s face, but by the time he looked around to find the culprit, I was gone, hidden by Ryker’s massive form.

      “Sneaky witch,” he murmured, his breath ghosting the shell of my ear.

      I opened my mouth to reply, but warm hands grabbed my waist, lifting me into the air and depositing me on the back of Ryker’s bike.

      A helmet was shoved into my arms, and Ryker climbed on in front of me, the engine roaring to life.

      “Ready for the ride of your life, Flores?”
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      Lifting the hem of my emerald midi-dress, I leaped over the mountain of snow on the sidewalk. For the millionth time, I wondered what had possessed my mother to move us from warm, sunny, tropical French Polynesia to the Arctic tundra of New England. It was a question I’d asked her many times throughout my childhood — our living room walls adorned with photos of sandy beaches and palm trees as her reminder of home. She’d always said she wanted a fresh start and to be with her kind — witches.

      Later, I learned she’d needed that start, not having the best living situation back home. First, her family was not accepting of having a practicing witch in the family. Then my biological father — or, as I typically thought of him, sperm donor — was far from honorable.

      But these pointless questions aimed at my mother’s spirit were nothing more than a distraction from the question I needed to ask myself: Why was I even bothering?

      My breath fogged as I stopped, staring up at the night sky as I headed out to yet another internet date. Nimue’s wedding in November had been a rude awakening that it was time to put myself back out there. Suffice it to say, I was in the middle of a string of bad luck.

      My last date? An amateur taxidermist. “I find the carcasses myself,” he’d informed me proudly. Gag.

      The one before that didn’t know how to shut up about himself. After five minutes of him talking nonstop about his start-up, I’d discreetly started the timer on my watch. It took him twenty-five minutes before he directed a single question my way, and that question had been, “Do you want to see our design portfolio?”

      No, Todd. No, I did not.

      Yet here I was, like Charlie Brown with the freaking football, heading out for another date right after a nor’easter had blown through and left a foot-and-a-half of snow on the ground. It was pretty at first, the fresh blanket of sparkly white, but overnight it turned into piles of grey and brown with stretches of solid ice for good measure.

      You had to love Boston to live here. Especially in January.

      I was almost afraid to get my hopes up, but I wanted to think this guy seemed promising. Mark was an orthodontist, so hopefully he wouldn’t be intimidated by the fact I was a doctor. We talked online for the past week, and, so far, had a good enough rapport to risk an actual date.

      He’d picked a boutique wine bar in Cambridge to meet at, so one point for Mark. Steeling myself, I approached and saw him waiting by the cast-iron railing for me, even though it had to be no more than 20 degrees — another point.

      “Selene?” he asked in confirmation, and I smiled.

      “Mark?” I shot back, and he nodded, the corners of his eyes crinkling. Not quite a smile, but not everyone was a smiler.

      Mark was only a few inches taller than me, which was saying something because I stood just above five feet. His black hair was styled nicely, and his glasses framed a decent, albeit forgettable, face. Everything about him seemed polar opposite to my own tan skin and brown curly hair. But what mattered most was that he had not even an inch of resemblance to the image of someone else I’d seen in my head thousands of times since last Halloween. Just as I’d intended. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

      “Just a few minutes,” he said and held out a hand to lead the way inside.

      We got through all the superficial date talk — siblings, career, favorite travel destinations — in the few minutes it took for our appetizers and wine to arrive, and then conversation stalled out.

      I grabbed a pita triangle and took a healthy scoop of spinach and artichoke dip. Just because our date was awkward didn’t mean I had to lose out on a decent meal.

      “Any hobbies?” I tried, taking a sip of my cabernet as our waitress caught my eye. Keep ‘em coming, I tried to signal to her telepathically, but that wasn’t a power witches like me possessed. We should have just requested the bottle.

      “Work keeps me pretty busy,” he admitted. “But in my spare time, I do consider myself something of an ‘artiste.’”

      Huh, air quotes. Was he mocking himself, or other people who used that word?

      “What type of art?” I asked, giving him the benefit of the doubt.

      “I like to forge ‘historically accurate’ weaponry.”

      I narrowed my eyes — not at the strange hobby, although that certainly raised some red flags, but at the second seemingly out-of-place use of air quotes.

      “Oh, really?” I asked, tilting my head politely. “Where can you even do that?”

      “There’s a community artisans’ workshop in Somerville.”

      Of course there was.

      “They have all sorts of ‘equipment’ you can use with a monthly fee to specific studios.”

      There they were again. Was this a nervous tick? I tried to ignore it. “What sorts of weapons? Or era?”

      “Well, I have a personal penchant for the traditional 14th-century ‘longsword.’” He raised his eyebrows.

      Was that an innuendo? And the air quotes again! I pulled my hands down into my lap, gripping them tightly to keep myself from reaching across the table and batting his hands out of the air.

      “Fascinating,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t sound as flat to him as it did in my head. As he continued rattling off about medieval weaponry with unnecessary air quotes, I glanced at my watch under the table and set my timer.
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      The clock was still running — thirty-four minutes, fifty-two seconds of non-stop weaponry monologue — when my watch showed an incoming call from Orion, of all males. My eyes widened in shock, and I held up a hand to silence Mark. A stunned expression crossed his face at my audacity for interrupting his seminar about how the longsword later came to be replaced by the Swiss saber in some parts of Europe. Not waiting for him to acknowledge my silent request, I whipped out my phone and slid to answer the call.

      There was only one reason the Mayor of Deadlights Cove would call me unexpectedly.

      “What’s happened?” I asked, mindful of the way the to-the-point mayor preferred to communicate.

      “You need to get up here immediately,” came his deep, solemn voice with not a note of inflection. “If you’re not at home, get to a discreet location, share it with Blaze, and he’ll pick you up in a few minutes.” He paused before continuing, his tone sharpening in a way that had my heart rate speeding up. The male was distraught. “We have an emergency.”

      He hung up.

      “So,” I dropped my phone into my purse, already standing. “This has been… Well, I have to go. Medical emergency.” He stood too, brow furrowed.

      “Oh, okay,” he said, perplexed, probably thinking I’d scheduled an emergency call with a friend in case the date was a disaster. Not a bad idea for the future, if I was being honest. “Was it the ‘weapons’?”

      Well, it wasn’t not the ‘weapons,’ Mark.

      “Sorry, I just really have to go.” I was already pulling my coat back on, thankful I hadn’t checked it. I needed to get somewhere no one would see Blaze and me disappearing into thin air. “Listen, I’ll text you, but I have to run.”

      With that, I turned to go, figuring I could probably find a dark enough alley to hide from passersby, Mark spluttering behind me.

      Back out in the street, for once I was glad it got dark so early here in January, and I ducked around the corner of a brick building to slip behind a dumpster in the alley. I shared my location with Blaze, one of the demons in Deadlights Cove who was something of Orion’s right-hand-male as well as being the one dating my best friend and former roommate Petra, and waited.

      Whatever was going on, it couldn’t be good. Orion had never called in my contract before.

      The supernatural government agency, the Paranormal Regulation and Interspecies Council, that oversaw all supernatural towns and laws had technically paid for my education — from my first year at Bishop College through my medical training — and in return? All they asked was that I would be available anywhere, day or night, in case of a medical emergency to the supernatural community. As a witch and a doctor, I was one of the few supernaturals in the world who had the breadth of training to handle almost any situation that might come up, whether I needed to use magic or medicine.

      Since most supernaturals possessed enhanced healing abilities, it had seemed pretty far-fetched that they would ever need me, so I’d taken the deal. I figured they just liked to have an insurance policy — a few supes around the world who could use both interchangeably, just in case something ever happened.

      And now, obviously, something had.

      Just then, Blaze appeared out of thin air in front of me — flickering, as demons called it — the usually olive complexion of my half-demon-half-witch friend paler than I’d ever seen it. His brown hair, while typically windswept, was even more unkempt than usual, and the corners of his eyes seemed crinkled in concern rather than amusement.

      “Is that —” I pointed to his grey t-shirt, where I could have sworn I saw blood splatters.

      “Yes,” he said, gripping my forearm. He surveyed where we were standing. “Wait, this is where your date was? No wonder they’ve all been shitty.” He eyed the dumpster with disgust. Clearly, Petra had spilled the tea about my series of dating mishaps.

      “Not here,” I waved at the building. “Inside.”

      “Right,” he said, still sounding unconvinced. “Anyway,” I closed my eyes — flickering was not my favorite mode of travel — but his next words had them shooting right open again. “Ryker’s been shot.”
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      The night was silent around me as I soared over Siksa Village, invisible to those below. After a thousand years, my glamour’s reach had extended beyond just humans to conceal me even from supernaturals. As a dragon the size of a semi-tractor trailer, I greatly appreciated this. Nothing mattered more to me than my freedom.

      Here, on the coast of Alaska, the crisp Arctic air reminded me of home. Of a time long forgotten by everyone but me.

      My wings beat in the night air, heavy with an incoming storm carrying snow from the coast. Soon, everything below would be dusted in a fresh coat of white.

      It had been four months now since Morgaine had called in her favor last September, and I’d returned to Deadlights Cove. Four months hunting witches and demons. Four months of uncovering answers and deadends, in turn.

      It was infuriating.

      By the time the angels were done questioning the witches at the trial in the Cove last November, they’d exposed more of their plan to pull magical power from the ley lines, and I’d taken the opportunity to leave without a second thought. I needed to be free of the small town.

      Errakal, Blaze’s brother and the demon-witch at the center of all of our magical problems, was still on the run, and each day that he avoided capture felt like waiting for the other shoe to drop. Magic hummed under my skin in a too-long game of Whack-A-Mole with the male, drawing me down to the town below. I dipped my wings and lowered myself to just above the water, floating on air as an orca surfaced, sending a spout of water directly into my mouth.

      Not an orca, then, if it could see through my glamour. A sea nymph, and a powerful one at that.

      I rose up to avoid the sea plane parked at the dock amongst the fishing boats, and skirted the tops of the buildings, heading for one I’d become familiar with over the years.

      Without missing a beat, I landed smoothly on the roof, intentionally built as a landing pad for this purpose. Instantly, my large dragon form shrank, pulling back into my towering human frame. What little moonlight shone through the clouds glistened off my naked skin as I held out my palm, waiting for my magic to summon my clothes back to me. Black jeans, just as I preferred. I pulled them over my tattooed legs and fastened them right as the door from the building onto the roof opened.

      “Timed that correctly, I see.” Tulok’s deep voice carried over the night, his hand blocking my half-dressed form through cracked fingers. I pulled my long blond hair into a knot at the top of my head as I took in the male: his tan skin clear and ageless, his long, black hair parted in the center and worn loose, hanging nearly to his waist. He wore jeans and a puffy vest over just a t-shirt, despite the fact that the temperature was in the teens with a biting wind.

      “What’s the matter, Tulok?” I asked as I summoned a black tee into my hand. “Intimidated by my wingspan?”

      Tulok dropped his hand as he walked towards me, deliberately avoiding my comment, and warmth seeped through me at his lack of acknowledgment. While he wasn’t as uptight as Orion, the mayor back in Deadlights Cove, Tulok, an eagle shifter, was far from relaxed. I wasn’t as bad as Blaze when it came to needing to ruffle feathers, but I got a sense of satisfaction in reminding everyone just how unique I was. A normal human might have smiled, but I was far from normal. And definitely not human.

      “Yura said you were hovering today, and I want to know why.”

      I nodded, still holding my shirt in my hand, solely to make Tulok uncomfortable. After all, he was the one who’d barged in on me. “I was checking the ley lines for any sense of disruption.”

      “Disruption?”

      “Any of your shifters lose the ability to shift, or notice any other differences in their senses or powers?” I clarified, pulling the shirt on and magicking my boots back as well before he led the way to the door down to the lobby of the town hall. Siksa Village had a much smaller operation going than Deadlights Cove — one office unit in a block that housed town hall, a combination general store/post office, and a restaurant/movie theater.

      “Unable to shift? Shit,” Tulok’s voice echoed in the stairwell as he thought it over. We emerged down in the main lobby, its decor much more rustic than the town hall in the Cove. The furniture was made of carved logs, every painting was of the surrounding Alaskan landscape, and multiple buck heads adorned the walls. Since it was night, the rest of the place was empty but for us.

      Crossing the main floor — a couple chairs strewn about in case of meetings — Tulok made his way behind a counter, sliding open a drawer to pull out a bottle of vodka and two glasses. With a flick of the lid, he poured us each a few ounces, then slid one across the counter to me as he sighed.

      “I haven’t heard any complaints,” he said, leaning his elbows on the counter. “But I can ask around in the morning. What have you heard?”

      “There’s a half-demon-half-witch pulling magic from the ley lines,” I told him, taking a healthy sip. Tulok’s deep brown eyes flashed a light yellow before they turned back. “Half the shifters in Deadlights Cove were stuck for several days until they sorted it out.”

      “Shit,” he breathed. “What makes you think that demon would come here next?”

      I shook my head. “Maybe not here, but Errakal will try again somewhere. We interrupted him in the Cove before he was able to finish his spell, but he escaped, flickering out at the last minute. I’m checking in with every supernatural community that has a significant concentration of ley power. I stopped in Timber Creek, Colorado on my way over, and Larkin said a few of his lone shifters on the outskirts have noticed that shifts seem to take longer than usual, increasing the pain between forms, but nothing like what happened in Deadlights Cove.”

      Tulok finished his drink, holding up the bottle to ask if I wanted another, but I waved it away. “Sticking around till morning to ask the villagers yourself, or should I just text you tomorrow?”

      Rolling my neck, I took a deep inhale of the crisp pine air that pervaded every inch of this village. Well, that along with the sea salt and fish. “I’ll stay the night; I’ve been flying for a few days straight.”

      He shot me an unreadable look before beginning, “I think Aoko is in town —”

      But I cut him off with a look. It was hard for most other shifters — predominantly pack creatures — to fathom that Aoko and I, two of the last dragons in the world and certainly the only two on this continent, didn’t much care to seek each other out. We were a solitary species to begin with, but even more than that, Aoko and I had never seen eye to eye. In fact, most dragons didn’t really get along with each other. We tended to be arrogant, prideful assholes. In Aoko’s and my case, she and I were like fire and water. Literally.

      “Right.” He cleared his throat. “Well, the trailer is free.”

      A downgrade even from The Last Resort in the Cove, Siksa Village had a single guest trailer for visitors — really rolling out the welcome wagon.

      “Perfect.” I deadpanned, but he knew me enough to know it was sarcasm. Maybe.

      With a final swig of vodka straight from the bottle, Tulok screwed the top back on and slid it back in the drawer. I followed him out of the building, using my magic to pull a leather jacket to me for the brisk walk to the far edge of town.
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      The next morning — if it could be called that, since the sun wasn’t coming up for a while — Tulok gathered some of the heads of the local shifter communities back at Town Hall. Relaying the news I’d brought, he asked if any of them had noticed anything unusual. Unfortunately, none of them had.

      I exhaled sharply through my nose — in dragon form, it showed my frustration more expressively, since sparks came out with the air. How many more towns would be dead ends?

      Two months now I’d been on this pointless mission, flying around, following ley lines, pinpointing nexus points to feel for changes in the power, and worst of all — talking to people. Lots of them. I tried to suppress my scowl that there would be more of that to come.

      Two months of tracking Errakal, and missing him by days, sometimes hours, each time. Even trying to be proactive, like my visit here to the Village, hadn’t gotten me any closer to him. Errakal didn’t seem to have a pattern to his movements, and the few attacks he had made were briefer than they had been in Deadlights Cove. No bodies had been left in his wake, unlike in the Cove. But rather than being reassured by this, I couldn’t help but feel like he was building up to something bigger, something more. With each near miss, my anger for the demon-witch grew.

      “I’ll keep you posted if we hear of anything strange happening,” Tulok said as I hopped up the steps to the roof. “Take care of yourself, old friend.”

      I grunted in agreement, and shifted to my dragon form. Pale, tattooed skin transformed into black and gold glittering scales, the hum of power surging in my veins as it did every time I shifted. Wings unfurled, snapping in the wind as I glanced out at the snowy landscape one more time, then leaped into the air.

      Fed up with yet another inconsequential stop, I decided to head straight back to the Cove. I needed the long flight ahead of me to clear my head, and think of a new plan of action.

      Somewhere over the Great Lakes, I felt a strange buzzing along my power, like a tingle of electricity deep in my veins. Nothing like that had ever happened before, so I scanned the world below me, searching for anything out of place.

      My vision in dragon-form was far superior to that of a human’s, but still, I couldn’t see anything.

      As the buzzing continued, I dipped lower, hovering just above a small town on the water’s edge of Lake Erie, concealment glamour still in place. Nothing of any interest showed here in Ohio, but I searched for anything as my intuition began rapid-firing that something was wrong.

      Just as I spotted movement to my right, I turned.

      My leg exploded in pain.

      The bullet that was aimed for my heart hit my thigh, and pain like I’d never experienced shot through my body. I bellowed, fire erupting from my mouth as I careened through the sky, and I felt my glamour shift, releasing its hold.

      Shit.

      Humans cried out below me, and I beat my wings hard, inching back into the clouds to hide myself.

      I just had to make it to the Cove.

      Keep going.

      Keep… going…
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      A wave of heat exploded over my skin as Blaze flickered us onto a rooftop overlooking the Cove. I rested my hands on my knees as I tried to get my bearings and stop the head-spinning that always accompanied flickering. Moonlight sparkled off the water in the distance, but we were pretty far out from the rest of town. This was Ryker’s roof.

      “Ah, shit,” Blaze mumbled, pulling me further away from the scene before me.

      A massive black dragon lay sprawled on the roof, a dark pool of blood beneath him, the gold tips of his wings shimmering in the moonlight.

      “Ryker,” Orion said where he stood closest to the dragon, albeit still at a distance. Despite Orion keeping his white wings tucked tightly behind his back, his feathers still ruffled in the air from Ryker’s breath and the twitching of his giant wings. The fact that the angel was in grey sweatpants and matching crewneck sweatshirt told me he must have rushed out of bed straight here — I’d only rarely seen him out of his usual business casual. “You have to let us close enough to help you.” Orion held his hands out in front of him, showing the immense predator that he was unarmed, but an angel didn’t require weapons to be dangerous. And the dragon knew it.

      The black and gold dragon roared again, and I flinched. Even knowing Ryker was a dragon shifter, nothing had prepared me for how massive his dragon form was. I would be about a half of a bite in his jaws, not even a snack to a giant like this.

      Ryker was terrifying.

      His neon green eyes flashed in the night, taking us all in. A rush of adrenaline surged through my body as I tried to discern how I could be of any help.

      “Blaze,” I whispered, “I don’t know what Orion wants me to do, but I can’t work on animals. If Ryker needs medical attention, we have to get him to shift back to human.”

      “Right.” Blaze nodded absently. “Any ideas on how to do that?”

      “How would I know?” I nearly cried. “I hardly know the male.”

      Blaze glanced my way, a shrewd look in his black eyes. “And bears don’t shit in the woods.”

      I slapped his arm, but didn’t break my attention from the dragon.

      Orion was having zero luck approaching Ryker. From where I stood, I could see that his wound was still seeping blood. I chewed on my lip, stepping away from Blaze’s side and towards the dragon.

      “Selene, what are you doing?” Blaze whisper-shouted, but I ignored him. I’d spent years practicing how to stay calm in crisis situations, and it was time to put all of my learning to use. I had to stop the bleeding before this got much, much worse.

      “Ryker,” I called, loud enough to draw his attention to me. The last thing I needed was to surprise an injured dragon. “It’s me. Selene.”

      His bright green eyes focused in on me, glancing between where I inched towards him, hands out, and where Orion still stood. Orion took the opportunity to back away, and rejoined Blaze at the far side of the rooftop.

      “It’s me, Selene,” I repeated, smiling up at him. “You’re bleeding a lot, Ryker.”

      Smoke billowed out of the black dragon’s nostrils, and I paused, feeling the heat wash over me. It smelled like sparks and steel and something unmistakably him, but I couldn’t let the memory of being wrapped up in that scent distract me.

      “Please don’t hurt me, Ryker,” I said as I took another tentative step forward. “I just want to help you. But I can’t do that when you’re shifted.”

      A weird chuffing sound came from deep in his throat, his eyes still intently focused on me, but the dragon made no aggressive moves.

      “How can I help you shift, Ryker? I need to stop the bleeding, and you’re not healing on your own. Something is wrong.”

      The same sound came again, almost as if he was trying to speak to me, and was frustrated I couldn’t understand him.

      I was within arms’ length of him now, barely standing taller than his large head, and petrified all the way down to my bones. But my hand was steady as I reached forward, delicately placing my palm on his jaw. The scales along his face had a smooth, glossy feel, and I gasped as my fingers grazed across him.

      “I need you to shift, Ryker,” I whispered again. “Please let me help you.”

      With a burst of magic, Ryker’s form shifted, and left behind a very large, very bloody, very naked male who crumpled to the floor.

      “My leg,” Ryker bit out between clenched teeth. His skin was pale and clammy, sweat beading on his brow, his long blond hair sticking to his face. “I was shot, and it’s in my leg. I can’t heal it.”

      I nodded in understanding, glancing down at his right thigh where blood pulsed rapidly from a large gash. From what I could see in the dim light, it also looked like his tibia was probably fractured in his calf. Stripping out of my jacket, I bunched the fabric, pushing it into his leg. He roared in pain at the touch, and I winced.

      “We need to get you downstairs so I can see better.” A doorway behind me led down from the roof, but there was no way Ryker would be able to put any weight on his leg to get downstairs. “Will you let Blaze close enough to flicker you downstairs?”

      Ryker growled, but didn’t say no.

      “You owe me for this,” Blaze said as he knelt, gripping Ryker’s hand, and flickered out of the space.

      I sprinted to the steps and down the stairs with Orion at my heels, headed to the bedroom I’d revisited so many times in my dreams. Ryker already lay sprawled on the bed, groaning in pain.

      Orion started gathering any towels he could find, and I grabbed an armful from him gratefully, rushing towards Ryker on the bed to soak up the blood.

      “I’ll need water,” I called out, and Blaze ran off to find some. So much of the blood had already dried, I’d need to wash it off. “Remind me why you couldn’t heal this?” I asked Orion next, and grabbed the bowl of water from Blaze to begin clearing off the wound.

      “I tried,” Orion said as Ryker snatched a towel for himself with a growl and draped it over his hips. “It wouldn’t heal — whatever he was shot with was magical. Iron probably. And he flew for so long with it in, it spread quickly through his system. It’s repelling any magical attempts to retrieve it or heal him.”

      Great. “I need supplies. There’s an emergency kit I left in Town Hall. Blaze?” I said, realizing we would have to do this the old-fashioned way. Blaze disappeared immediately to retrieve it. “Find a belt or a rope.” I directed at Orion, and a minute later he passed me a belt that I used to tourniquet the leg, trying to stop the bleeding until I could get a better handle on the situation and figure out if there was still a bullet in there.

      “Fuck,” Ryker hissed as I tightened the binding, and I grimaced, but didn’t stop. It had to be tight.

      “Orion, can you do anything for him for the pain?” This would definitely go better if the male wasn’t griping and writhing around the whole time.

      “It’s fine,” Ryker gritted out, but I cut him a look that silenced him.

      “I’ll try.” Orion moved closer, placing a hand on Ryker’s head, and the shimmer of electricity in the air told me he sent a burst of magic into the male. “Better?”

      Ryker only grunted, but we took that as an affirmative. I moved off to wash my hands at the bathroom sink, and a breath of relief left me as I heard Blaze return.

      “Hope you’ll ignore the breaking and entering this once, O,” came his voice from the bedroom holding my kit. “I tried not to shuffle your papers on your desk, but can’t make any promises. Is this what you needed, Selene?”

      Drying my hands, I came back in the room and gave him a nod. “Thank you. Gloves?”

      Moments later, Ryker was sweating and swearing again as I poked and prodded the wound, searching for the bullet.

      “This is strange,” Orion’s voice came from behind me, low and confused.

      “Right?” Blaze agreed. “Ryker, you’ve seen 10 Things I Hate About You?” Blaze stood at Ryker’s bookshelf, where he had a few scattered books and DVDs. I pressed my lips together to hide my laugh as Ryker growled at him.

      “Christmas gift,” Ryker grunted out. “Didn’t have time to get rid of it yet.”

      Blaze laughed, eyes glittering. “From who?”

      Ryker’s jaw clenched tighter, but I was glad Blaze was distracting him. Having a person rooting around in his quad couldn’t have been fun.

      “Devanna.”

      Blaze cackled all the harder, and I could practically feel Orion scowling at him.

      “I meant Ryker,” Orion cut into Blaze’s laughter. “Even though I couldn’t heal him, I should be able to dull the pain, at least. He shouldn’t be in this much pain after my magic.”

      All of us sobered immediately.

      “What do you mean?” Sweat was beading on Ryker’s brow, his voice pinched and tight; it was clear he was still hurting.

      “With the amount of magic I just dumped into your system, you shouldn’t be able to feel any of this,” Orion admitted, coming forward again to stand by my side where I worked. “I don’t know why my magic isn’t working.”

      “That sounds bad,” Blaze muttered at the same moment as I shrieked, “Aha!”

      The three males startled at my exclamation, but I hardly noticed. I’d found the bullet. Grabbing a pair of forceps and a clamp, I pushed the skin and the muscle aside to have a clearer view, mindful to avoid the vein that would be running through the same area. I had a feeling there was an artery nicked here somewhere, based on the extent of the blood, and we didn’t need it to get any worse.

      Spying the offending metal, I gripped it with the forceps and gently pried it out, the bullet nearly the size of a golf ball — much larger than anything I’d ever seen in a human hospital ER. Orion held out a hand with a washcloth and I passed it over, exhaling as the first step was over.

      “Iron,” Orion muttered, cleaning off the bullet. “With it in his leg for so long, he’s going to be dealing with some iron poisoning for a while.”

      I nodded in agreement. Iron poisoning for a supernatural was no joke — it rendered the injured practically human until the last of the iron was out of their system. With an injury like this, a full-strength shifter could have healed themselves, but with iron pumping in their bloodstream? It could have been fatal.

      From there, I worked steadily to close up the rest. The tear in the artery looked small, despite the amount of blood coming from the wound, so I applied pressure until it stopped leaking. As long as he kept the limb immobile, it should close up on its own. When I couldn’t find any other sources for potential bleeding, I met Ryker’s glowing neon eyes. He must have been watching me intently this whole time, but I’d been too busy to notice. Now, my breathing hitched
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