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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      “The end is nigh!” according to the media, which is fascinated by the four cloaked figures riding out of the desert. A headline that’s about as believable as the existence of dragons.

      Truth or hoax? Daphne isn’t paying much attention because she’s busy geeking out over the awesome relics that just came into her museum. She’s giddy at the prospect of getting to see them up close, until she drops one.

      In her defense, she was attacked...by a guy made of smoke. Things might have turned out really bad if she’d not been rescued by a stranger.

      A man who is also a dragon.

      Yup. Dragon. It turns out they are real and super hot. Azrael is also domineering and dangerous with the most toe-curling embrace.

      But passion will have to wait. Azrael needs Daphne to help him save the world. With two of the seven seals broken, they will have to work fast before a monster is released from its prison.
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      The previous books in the series  (see EveLanglais.com):
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      ***Each book follows a couple to their happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The end of the world began its steady march because of a cat. No one was surprised.

      Somewhere in an arid land, where the sun beat down, baking the dirt, at the very rear of a shelf, in a closet rarely opened, sat a bottle that never gathered any dust. More than a century now it had occupied that spot. And before that, ten times as long in another home, showcased with pride. An heirloom passed down along the generations, so many of them that the story of the glass amphora was lost, its true value forgotten. Thus the bottle was hidden away and ignored.

      The amphora bided its time. Settled quietly on that shelf, unassuming, waiting. Over the years, the muffled voices and noises that penetrated its hiding spot changed, as did the bedding shoved into this rarely used closet, each new sheet and pillowcase pushing the container farther back until it found itself in the farthest corner, never even sensing daylight.

      It waited some more.

      One day, something exploded nearby—it could have been a bomb or even a gas stove—rattling the very structure of the house, shifting the old stone. The bottle wobbled for a second, but cushioned between the wall and bedding, it steadied.

      The house remained standing. For now.

      But the process had begun. A crack appeared. Then another.

      No one repaired the damage. And it got worse. A bullet came right through a window, the angle just right to hit the wooden closet door, where it remained wedged. Not close enough to help, but apparently enough to empty the house.

      It didn’t remain abandoned for long. Transients moved in, searching the place top to bottom, looking for anything of value. They rummaged in the closet, shoving in their arms, their hands never quite reaching deep enough past the musty sheets to find the bottle.

      The closet slammed shut, and the amphora quivered. Close. So close.

      It wasn’t long before they returned, yanking on the sheets and blankets stuffed in the closet. They pulled out everything they could, revealing the bottle.

      The glass was dragged forward enough to be seen. Daylight at last.

      Freedom was at hand.

      Open me.

      Rather than crack the top, the less-than-gentle hands shook the amphora. Peered at it. It almost got tossed to the ground.

      Do it.

      The bottle was placed back in the closet, intact. The vagrants left, but they didn’t close the door.

      Soon a new occupant moved in, a feline with ribs showing through its fur and a crooked-tipped tail. It sauntered past the closet, teasing with its leisurely walk.

      Come here.

      The cat didn’t even deign to look. It left.

      But it returned the next day. It entered the closet, drawn by a bobbing pinpoint of light refracted from the bottle. The cat chased it around, almost knocking over the amphora. It came close a few times, but the feline proved too graceful, teasing the amphora instead with the silken rub of its fur. As if to taunt, it spent the night curled around the bottle.

      It took several days before the feline finally tipped it over and rolled the glass close enough to the edge. The tip of it protruded over the shelf. So close to falling.

      Just give it a tiny push.

      Because cats were ornery, it pushed the bottle away from the edge to the back of the shelf.

      The bottle waited some more.

      The feline skipped a few days before returning, this time playing more roughly with the bobbing pinpoint of light, knocking the glass hard enough it rolled to the edge.

      Almost there…

      The bottle didn’t fall, but it wouldn’t need much.

      Here, kitty, kitty. Less actual words and more a thought. A command the cat ignored. It lay down and groomed itself.

      Had to admire its suave nature. The bottle bounced a pinprick of light, trying to draw its attention. The cat chose to lick its genital area instead.

      Apparently, today was not the day. Or maybe it would never happen. It should resign itself to spending eternity on the shelf.

      The cat rolled and stretched, reaching out a paw that it placed on the bottle. Right on the spot. Only the slightest nudge would send it over the edge. The anticipation made the amphora hum with sound.

      The feline growled and rolled to its feet. It hunched over the bottle.

      Push me.

      The cat hissed.

      Hit me. The bottle glowed and hummed some more. The cat’s growl rose in pitch, and it batted the threat.

      The bottle tipped and dropped to the hard tile floor. It didn’t so much shatter as splinter. Hairline cracks formed in the glass. The cat leaped down beside it and sniffed.

      The impact lines spread, and a hum of sound escaped. A hint of something other. The cat cocked its head and leaned closer for a better sniff just as the bottle exploded.

      The cat yowled and wished it were somewhere else.

      An ancient scream was released as the prison disintegrated, setting events into motion.

      Deep in a desert, the ground trembled as an ancient tomb opened. Fissures appeared in the hard-packed dirt, turning it back into sand, the fine grains and pebbles sinking into the earth. An entire section dropped away, showing a widening funnel that swirled, churning rock into sand and getting bigger, as if a stopper had been pulled, until it all ran out.

      A rift that hadn’t been accessed in three thousand years opened with a burst of power that radiated, pulsing outward, and all things living felt its passing. They just didn’t understand what it meant.

      The innocence before the storm.

      From within the whirlpool of dirt appeared four shapes atop steeds made of bone. As they marched steadily upward, motes of sand and dust coalesced to give their mounts shape. Of those riding them, nothing could be seen but the cloaks that covered them. They trotted up the side of the funnel as if gravity did not apply. The heavy plods of the hooves made steady progress up the slope. They said not a word.

      At the rim of the funnel, they each chose a direction to face. Everywhere they looked, they could see only a barren wasteland.

      And a mangy cat.

      It stood north of the rift and meowed. A hand, encased in a gauntlet, leaned down to grasp it. Set it on its saddle. The horsemen kicked their heels and set off. No need to discuss their plans. They’d had three thousand years to hone them, waiting for the day they’d return.

      They shimmered from view, as if a mirage, and yet that didn’t stop a dragoness named Elspeth—who sometimes saw things no one else did—from stirring in her sleep and muttering, “Should have known it would be a cat that broke the first of the seals.”

      That left six.

      Six chances to keep a great evil out of the world. But first, they should probably deal with the horsemen of the apocalypse.
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      Her very pink T-shirt: I don’t believe in ghosts. I’m an archeologist.

      The artifacts arrived in wooden crates, sealed tight and packed with popcorn foam that cushioned smaller solid boxes.

      Daphne shoved her glasses up on her nose as she took a moment to stare. This was more exciting than Christmas, for her at least. Canada so rarely enjoyed such exciting archeological finds, and yet a ruin was found, by accident, in the depths of a lake in Northern Ontario. A beaver dam had caused the water supply to the lake to run dry. Dry enough that the ruins that hid at the very bottom became exposed. Steps, leading to a dais. A few toppled pillars. The stone pitted and eroded by water and time, yet clearly manmade. But which era? Who built them? That had yet to be determined. The few artifacts recovered had been catalogued and studied. Everyone was stumped, so while the historians and scientists scratched their befuddled heads, the amazing finds would go on display at the Canadian Museum of History.

      Which was the most exciting thing ever!

      The archeological find of the century and Daphne was in charge of setting it up.

      First, though, precautions. She wore a clean white coat over her regular clothes. Her hair was tied back, and a surgical mask covered the bottom half of her face. Mostly to block smells. Old things didn’t always have the most pleasant scents.

      Giddy excitement filled her as she laid her gloved hands on the precious artifacts. She knew better than to leave any skin oils on them.

      First out of the crate, wrapped in bubble, a chunk of stone about two inches thick, possibly the remnant of a stone tablet. The amazing part? The carvings in it. Weird symbols that reminded her of Egyptian glyphs and yet didn’t match any currently on file. The linguists were creaming themselves in excitement over a new dead language.

      She ran her fingers through the faint grooves. So awesome. Especially since one of the symbols reminded her of a dragon in flight. She loved dragons. She actually collected them. Only handmade ones: carved soapstone, blown glass, and several metal pieces of art. It never ceased to amaze her how the dragon showed up in so many different cultures around the world and going far back, too.

      Some in her circle speculated that the dragons depicted in ancient texts were actually the remnants of dinosaurs. Flying reptiles that ended up going extinct.

      Others were convinced dragons actually existed because of recent media footage of people claiming to have caught them.

      Was it real? Hard to tell with today’s excellent CGI, but what if it were true? What if dragons were real?

      Maybe she could meet one up close. Pet it.

      Keep it.

      Okay, maybe she couldn’t keep a dragon.

      Unless…there were some people saying dragons could shapeshift to look like humans. Which she personally thought was physically impossible. Dragons were big. People were small. It just didn’t work.

      Unless the dragons were small.

      Which would make it easier to keep one.

      She forgot about dragons and concentrated on her job again, placing the stone chunk carefully on her trolley.

      Next, she uncovered an old dagger, forged out of some unidentified metal. Not bronze or copper, it was something that they’d not yet been able to identify. The speculation was the metal was probably harvested from a meteor. But who did it belong to? There’d never been anything other than prehistoric tools found this far into the continent. This predated the first settlers.

      Its discovery would change the history of the country! And she got to see it and touch it before the general public. Her hands shook a little as she placed the dagger onto her trolley, giving it a light stroke. Total nerdgirl-gasm.

      Wrapped in layers of bubblewrap, she uncovered a vase comprised of pottery shards that had been glued together. They’d managed to recreate the pot, albeit with missing pieces. It took some delicate handling, as she feared it coming apart.

      Only one box left. The one she’d intentionally kept for last because it fascinated her the most. Of all the things found in that lake, it proved the most controversial, firstly because it should have never survived. Glass, in a lake that had frozen and thawed countless times? The bottle should have long ago shattered, which led to arguments, as some claimed it wasn’t part of the ruins. It must have sunk there more recently. But they shut up when all the tests they ran pegged it as being old. As in more than a thousand years old.

      It had been located in a chamber accessed via a hidden doorway in the center of the dais. Apparently it was like something out of a movie, the way a certain stone, when shifted, caused it to rumble open. The room beneath was filled with water, and so divers were sent in. A team of three. Two of them had seizures and died before they could be pulled back up. The third retrieved the bottle, but then refused to hand it over and tried to break it. He was supposedly recovering in a psychiatric ward, according to the rumor mill.

      The tragedy didn’t end there. Of the people who then got to study it, one of them was arrested for trying to break into the lab to steal the bottle. Yet another of the scientists abruptly quit and decided she wanted to become a nun. Two more died in a car crash.

      Given a number of people who died retrieving it, it wasn’t long before rumors of it being cursed circulated.

      A tragedy for those involved, yes, but still only a weird coincidence. Daphne didn’t believe for one minute there was a curse. Scientists did not believe in magic but facts.

      The fact was, because people were freaked out, she got to see the controversial bottle for herself. She took her time peeling it open, the many protective layers only adding to her excitement.

      When the treasure was revealed, she took a moment to admire it, wondering at the intact stoppered jar. Not made of just any glass but a very sturdy volcanic glass shaped into a perfect urn, no handles, about twelve inches high with a narrow neck and a fat base.

      The glass was a smoky gray color and smooth all over. Not a single chip or crack in it. The plug in the top of it might have at one time been a wooden cork of some kind, but it had hardened into a solid, impenetrable mass. According to the summary reports she’d read, x-rays and other tests had shown it to be empty and old. Even older than the ruins it was found in.

      Hefting it in her hands, she perceived a surprising warmth and had to wonder if it was truly empty. As she turned it around, she could have sworn she heard the whisper of something shifting within.

      Open me.

      As if she would dare ruin such an important find. Still, she eyed the closed neck and poked at the plug. It didn’t budge one bit. A wine corker would probably do the trick. Or the penknife she kept in her desk for cutting packing tape and plastic ties.

      She shook her head. What was she thinking? As if she’d damage something so precious. It went on the trolley with the other artifacts, and she carefully wheeled them out to the section in the museum assigned to them.

      She paid little mind to the display cases. She’d been working at the museum for more than seven years and was well acquainted with every inch. Loved it. But sometimes she did tire of the repetitive nature of her work. There was a time she imagined her job taking her to strange places where discovery could still happen. And yes, in some of those fantasies, she had a bullwhip and a cool hat.

      Alas, reality kept her in Canada, working almost fifty hours a week, showcasing other people’s discoveries. Still, she didn’t hate her work. She just wished it were a little more exciting.

      She slowed the cart and locked its wheels, making sure it wouldn’t move by accident, as, one by one, she placed the treasures in the display cases specially set aside for them. The tablet had a stand to hold it upright much like that used for decorative plates. The vase, given it was precariously balanced, had a glass box to go over it to keep it from tipping. The dagger sat on a white swatch of fabric that best showcased the detail.

      Then the piece de resistance: the gray amphora. She gave it one more look. The surface reminded her of smoke, as if it moved and changed. A clever technique. She had to wonder at the skill involved in crafting something like this. It seemed impossible with the tools of the time. A true work of art.

      Smash it.

      The very idea rounded her mouth. Shocking. And not like her at all. What on earth was wrong with her tonight? As if she’d break such an important piece of history.

      Grrrrr.

      She could have sworn she heard a growl, and her mouth went dry. Just her imagination. A thing she had too much of. “There is nothing here but me and the past.” She grabbed the vase. With two hands holding it carefully, she placed it on a pedestal. From above, a light would spotlight it because she’d chosen it to be the highlight of the small collection.

      As she stepped back to see if she’d angled it correctly, she heard a noise almost like the flapping of fabric. Probably Frank, the security guard. She hadn’t seen him on his rounds yet.

      She turned a glance at the arch leading into this branch of the museum. “Frank, is that you?”

      The older man often found her on his rounds to say hello and offer her the newest low-fat, no-sugar treat his wife had made him. He said that by sharing he didn’t have to throw them out and lie to his wife about eating them.

      Because she felt sorry for his woebegone expression, she claimed to love the no-sugar, coconut oil mixed with plain cocoa powder monstrosity. She’d then beg to take the whole thing, mostly so she could toss it out for Frank and save him.

      The archway remained empty, as did the room with other tables and stands showcasing more of Canada’s history. She probably imagined the noise. It wasn’t as if it were hard to spook herself when working in the museum at night. Being surrounded by all that history, it was easy to let herself imagine things that weren’t actually there.

      Ghosts aren’t real.

      She should know. If ever a place would be haunted, it would the place where old things came to rest.

      Turning back to the bottle, she angled it slightly then added its place card. She’d already uploaded the information for the digital display built into the pedestal. As she went to grab the glass case that she’d place over it, she heard the sound again. A rustling—from above.

      Had a bird gotten into the museum again? The last one had caused trouble when it pooped on some borrowed artifacts. She’d not enjoyed explaining to the French curator why one of their marble busts had a very clean area where they’d scrubbed it.

      If they had another avian problem, she’d better make sure the bottle wasn’t touched. She set the case over the amphora and clipped it into place before glancing up. Smoke seeped from a vent in the ceiling.

      Fire! Oh no. She whirled to look for the nearest alarm, which turned out to be by an exit. Before she could move for it, the smoke blocked her way.

      Like literally blocked, moving with sinuous purpose, not behaving at all as it should. The dark cloud rippled and then condensed until it formed a shape.

      And by shape she meant a handsome fellow, dressed in a suit, dark hair slicked back, expression haughty.

      For a second she eyed the artifacts she’d just laid out and wondered if they had somehow drugged her with an ancient hallucinogenic, because people did not form out of smoke. Yet how could she be high? She’d not directly touched anything, and she’d been wearing her mask the entire time.

      Which could only mean she must be dreaming.

      The smoky-suit man spoke, his diction perfect and yet stilted. “Step. A. Side. Human.” The word held a definite sneer.

      “Excuse me? Why should I move? You don’t belong here.” Even in her dream, she wasn’t about to have a man order her around. She’d worked damned hard to get her position. She shoved her glasses higher and thrust out her chest—wishing she had on something more impressive than her bright pink T-shirt.

      “You would dare defy?” For a moment, his shape wavered from man to shadow.

      “Who are you?” Although “what are you” was probably the better question.

      “We are the Shaitan.”

      “We?” She glanced around. “There’s more of you?”

      “We are legion.”

      “You are spooky. I don’t know how you got in here, but you need to leave. Now. The museum will be open in the morning.” Dream or not, she stuck to the rules. Rules and science never let her down.

      “We do not obey the likes of you. Give us the amphora.” He held out a hand—with six fingers. Not the only odd thing about him. His feet didn’t end in shoes, but hooves. Someone was just missing his horns.

      And she was obviously hallucinating hard. This entire scenario reminded her of a video game she once played. In the game, the object was to keep the treasure safe from the demons who wanted to use it to open some gate to Hell.

      “You want the vase? Why?” she asked as she pulled off the mask.

      “We do not answer to humans.”

      “And I don’t give artifacts to creepy guys in my dreams.”

      “This is not a dream.”

      “Then you are definitely not getting shit from me.” She crossed her arms. “Leave. Now. Before I call security.”

      “You would dare to threaten us?” He appeared surprised. Then angry. “You will not stand in our way.”

      “Actually, I can and will.” To make a point she marched to the glass case and stationed herself in front of it. “This is museum property. Any attempt to take it will be considered theft.”

      “It is ours,” Smoky Suit hissed.

      “No, it’s not, and even if you had a claim, go through the proper channels. You are not getting that bottle on my watch. My ass will be grass if it goes missing.”

      The smoky man cocked his head more than was natural. “We tire of this conversation. You cannot stop us.” He moved closer, not quite walking, more like gliding, as if his feet were on rollers.

      Freaky. His cologne was acrid, yet fragrant, much like a burning spice. She held up her hand. “That’s close enough.”

      “One thing hasn’t changed in three thousand years. Humans are just as stupidly stubborn. And weak.” He snapped his fingers, and invisible bands suddenly wrapped around her, cinching her arms to her body.

      She gasped. “What have you done? Let me go.”

      “We think not.” The smoky man’s gaze perused her, the orbs a pure black that didn’t reflect anything. Pure evil. She didn’t need to call upon her decades of reading horror to recognize it. “You’re not an ugly specimen for your kind,” he declared. It was the most frightening thing he had said thus far, followed by a look that didn’t just undress her; it left a dirty impression.

      Suddenly terrified—if this was a dream, it was turning into a nightmare—she gasped, “You know what, just take the bottle and go.” She’d rather deal with the consequences of its theft than the weirdness happening, or the inherent threat chilling the blood in her veins.

      “You do not command us. We will take and leave as we please.”

      “You’d better act fast then. Frank will be doing his rounds any second. Keep screwing around and you’ll have to answer to him.”

      “One human against us.” He grinned. “Maybe we should tie our hands behind our back to make it sporting.”

      “Would it make a difference?”

      “No.” The invisible bands around her disappeared, freeing her. He stepped even closer, the sharp smell burning her nostrils, a chill creeping up her spine.

      “What are you?”

      “We told you, we are the Shaitan. Surely you’ve heard of us.”

      “Nope.”

      He frowned. “Impossible. There are stories told about us.”

      She shook her head.

      “What of our lesser brethren, the jinn and Ifrit?”

      “Jinn as in genie?” She giggled. “Those don’t exist. Not outside of the movies and books. The only genie I know is blue and sings. He’s friends with Aladdin,” she babbled.

      “Do not mention that traitor and its human!” he boomed. He swelled large enough he had a cartoon bulging body and smoke seeping from his edges.

      She blinked. “That’s it, no more ice cream before bed. Because there is no way any of this is happening.”

      “You would dare deny the Shaitan exist! Soon the world will tremble at our name and might. We have returned from exile, and this time we shan’t be stopped.” Smoky man stood right in front of her, a burning furnace, and yet she was chilled to the bone.

      She was also done. “I want to wake up.” She shut her eyes and chanted. “This is just a bad dream. I’m sleeping in my bed.”

      “As you wish. Sleep forever.” A hand grabbed her throat with too many fingers and lifted.

      She gasped and stared at a face that didn’t care. Grabbed at the hand that held her, hot but not burning. She pried at it as she kicked at him.

      He smiled. “Humans might cover the world like roaches, but you are weak. Easily squished. Easily conquered.”

      Spots danced in front of her eyes. She was dying, and since this was a nightmare, that meant she’d wake up. About time because this wasn’t fun anymore. Blackness crept in as her struggles weakened and her arms fell limp.

      “Unhand the female,” a deep voice demanded.

      She hit the ground hard and huffed in a breath. It took her a few sucks of air before she could turn her head to see who’d come to her rescue.

      What she saw made little sense. Smoky Suit’s feet shifted from perfectly creased slacks ending in hooves to smoke, dancing with a second set of legs encased in dark leather. The kind of pants that molded thighs and were worn by that hot Witcher fellow.

      Except the dude wearing them wasn’t Henry Cavill.

      Who is that? Her rescuer had short, spiked, platinum hair, square, chiseled features, and glowing eyes.

      Had she smacked her head when she hit the floor?

      What was happening? She must still be asleep.

      She pushed herself to her knees and then to her feet, keeping track of the fighters. Mr. Smoky versus Hot Pants, who’d finished his look with a billowy shirt and an honest-to-goodness cloak. It fell in a long swath from his shoulders and swirled as he kicked.

      To little effect. Hot Pants might have all the moves, but they failed to connect with Mr. Smoky, who was solid one moment, a mist the next, usually when about to get pounded.

      It didn’t help that Mr. Smoky taunted, “Missed us! Missed us again. Too slow.”

      The other dude kept the same placid expression throughout, seriously intent. He hit the mist over and over, grasping nothing. He eventually muttered a vehement, “Fuck.” He drew a metal rod from a clever holster built into the leg of his pants. As it pulled free, he flicked it, the stick extending into a stave that he spun just in time, as Mr. Smoky shot a fireball at the man.

      The stave blocked the inferno and shattered it, scattering sparking pieces that had her covering her face. The next ball Mr. Smoky tossed was comprised of lightning, a living, seething ball of energy that hit the stave, but rather than disperse it, Hot Pants dropped the vibrating rod with another grumbled f-word.

      Mr. Smoky laughed. “You are no match for us.”

      Rather than reply, the dude smiled. “Don’t tell me they have forgotten my name.” His mouth opened, and while nothing came out of it, she’d also swear something did.

      A silent word that thundered.

      “No!” Mr. Smoky suddenly turned solid and yelled. Probably because Hot Pants shoved his hand inside Mr. Smoky’s chest.

      Like literally inside another man.

      Holy crap.

      “Do you know me now, Shaitan?” asked Hot Pants.

      “Azrael,” spat Mr. Smoky. “You should be dead.”

      “But I’m not. Where are the others?”

      “We are everywhere and nowhere. You cannot stop us,” Smoky taunted.

      “You said that last time. Guess you didn’t learn your lesson.”

      “Thou shalt regret thy actions,” Smoky hissed before he exploded into a yellow mist that screamed toxic.

      “Don’t breathe it,” was Hot Pants warning before clamping his lips.

      “You don’t say,” she muttered as she yanked the surgical mask over the lower half of her face.

      The dude spoke the invisible word again, and the poison cloud turned into a half-man. The bottom half was undulating mist. Only the upper part retained any kind of shape. And it was pissed.

      “Foul serpent.”

      “Is that the best you can do after three thousand years?” Hot Pants mocked.

      She could have really used some popcorn because this was turning out to be more fascinating than a television show. She really hoped she remembered this dream so she could transcribe it into her notebook as a potential story idea. With a more capable heroine of course. One who didn’t just stand around staring.

      “None shall stand against the legion. And your kind shall cease to exist.” More threats from Smoky.

      “Not extinct yet.”

      “It won’t be long. Soon this world will be ours,” Smoky spat.

      “Over my dead body,” was the gravelly reply.

      “If you insist. But not today.” Smoky winked. “Which reminds me. This is what I came for.” He reached through the glass atop the pedestal to grab the bottle, which caused the hot dude to mutter another heartfelt “Fuck.”

      What was so special about an old glass bottle?

      Smoky shattered the glass box, retrieving the amphora, and floated upwards with it. Hot Pants dove for the display and grabbed the bronze knife. Pulling back his arm, he launched it.

      The Shaitan had a split second to make a choice. Rather than shield the object, he turned into smoke, and it dropped.

      Hot Pants dove for it, but she was closer. Forget all the times she’d never caught the ball. Unless catching it with her face counted. She reached for the bottle, felt the glass hit the tip of her fingers, tilt, and hit the floor with an explosive smash.

      There was an exhale, almost a scream, and a rush of air so hot it stole the breath in her lungs. It actually steamed her glasses.

      The shriek faded, as did the heat, leaving only silence.

      Until the smugly spoken, “Two seals broken. Only five more to go.” With that cryptic message, the mist that was Mr. Smoky jetted for the ceiling and sucked itself back through the vent.

      Leaving Daphne with glass shards caught in her hair, ringing ears, and an odd exhilaration. Yes, the bottle was broken, and if this were real, she’d probably get fired. But this was the most epic fantasy dream ever!

      And she’d enjoyed some good ones before. Flying on a dragon’s back being the coolest. But confronting an ancient evil and then seeing the good guy come to the rescue? Only one thing left to finish this most excellent subconscious adventure.

      She threw herself at Hot Pants, wrapped him in a hug that tugged down his head, and planted a smooch on his lips.

      A kiss unreturned as he muttered, “Fuck.”
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      The first vow: No distractions

      The woman plastered herself to him. Azrael did his best to not respond, but it had been so long since he’d touched someone. And she felt good.

      Soft. Nice smelling. Very attractive. But he’d not planned this long to be distracted.

      He set her away from him, noticing her wide eyes and parted lips. Delectable. Perhaps he shouldn’t be so hasty.

      No. No distractions. He was on a mission.

      “Hi, handsome. I’m Daphne. And you are?” She fluttered her lashes.

      “Is something caught in your eyes? Are they burning from the smoke?” The poison usually took being ingested to activate; however, it could be the Shaitan had adapted it.

      Her lips twisted as she muttered, “Even in my dreams, I can’t get any.”

      “Get what? You make no sense, and I do not have time to decipher. Do you or do you not know the location of the seals?” he asked, his English perfect. He’d had to learn it quickly upon his arrival. Had to learn about an entirely new culture a little too quickly. The difference between this world and the one he’d left behind…staggering. He had so much to learn still; he just didn’t have much time.

      She blinked at him. “The what?”

      “The seals. The amphora you failed to protect,” he explained with a hint of exasperation.

      “Dude, you are not making any sense.” Daphne shook her head.

      That meant yet another person who had no idea of what he spoke. He pursed his lips. For a world with knowledge literally in the palms of their hands, the occupants were ignorant. They didn’t know the basics. Had forgotten what some had sacrificed to keep them safe. “I am seeking the seals that keep closed the prison.”

      “What prison?”

      “The dimension holding the Iblis.”

      “The Ib-what?”

      “An evil banished a long time ago.”

      “Banished for what?”

      “Ugh,” he grunted as he moved away from her and headed for the dagger that had fallen on the floor. He pocketed it as he said, “I have no time to answer your questions. Two of the seals have been broken, which means they can now search twice as fast.”

      “And by seals, you’re referring to the bottle.” She frowned. “Sorry, Hot Pants, but as far as I know, it’s the only one of its kind.”

      “Fuck.” The word that most described his life escaped his lips. Three thousand years of planning, and he was failing already. He had to do better. The fate of the world depended on him.

      He stomped toward the exit of this strange place, prepared to move on, only she kept pace with him. “Hold on a second. Where are you going?”

      “To locate the other seals.”

      “Can’t your search wait like five minutes? Maybe ten if we add some foreplay?” She waggled her brows and smiled.

      He stared at her. “Is there something wrong with you?”

      “Obviously something is wrong with me,” she exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air. “Here I am, having a dream with a super-hot guy and I still can’t get laid. Could I be a bigger loser?” She held her fingers against her forehead, making a straight angle.

      “This isn’t a dream,” he uttered with a snort before turning away.

      “It has to be because guys who turn into smoke don’t exist.”

      “Only because three thousand years ago, a brave band of companions took care of the infestation, sacrificing their lives to lock them away. I shouldn’t have to explain this. Do you not keep any histories?” Just how ignorant were the people in this time and place? Surely someone recalled what happened. How a group of thirteen battled and won against evil then vowed to never let it return.

      Then again, it had been three thousand years, and the world had drastically changed.

      For one, humans now ruled the surface. That proved to be a surprise, as was the amount of space occupied by them. Sprawling cities joined together by roads made of some malleable stone called asphalt. Power harnessed and jetted through thin wires powering inanimate objects.  Buildings soared higher than even the tower of Babel. The air smelled and tasted different. Giant metal beasts flew in the air, while others lumbered on the ground. People spoke into small devices they called phones. Could see events play out on glass screens. Something called technology appeared to be more prevalent than magic.

      How had this happened? When had the mages who used to rule alongside kings lost their power? Where had the dragons gone? The elves and other folk who used to own these lands? Had the human killed them? Or did they hide?

      As he left the room, the woman followed, still talking. He could have ended her ceaseless prattling but for one thing. She knew this world, and despite all he learned, there was so much he still didn’t know. He needed a guide.

      “Where is your domicile? Is it near?”

      “Doesn’t really matter, now, does it? Not like you’re interested,” she grumbled, shoving at the strange lenses on her face. He’d seen things like them numerous times now and had to assume they were some kind of decorative accoutrement.

      “Your domicile has a bed?” he asked.

      Her expression brightened. “Queen-sized.”

      Not something that made any sense. The queens he’d known were vastly different when it came to width and weight. Perhaps the world had managed to thrive under a single monarch long enough that she became a unit of measurement. A fascinating thing if true.

      “How do we reach your abode?”

      “My car is parked out back. It’s like a three-minute drive this time of night if I get all the lights.”

      He grimaced. “You wish us to travel via mechanical chariot?”

      “Er, yes. With like a few hundred horses under the hood, and great mileage. If you’ll follow me.” She indicated a different direction than the one he’d arrived in. He’d gone through the front doors, blasting them open, encased in a spell of silence to ensure surprise.

      “You stated your name is Daphne.”

      “Yup, that’s me, although I am nothing like the Mystery Gang version. No red hair.” She patted her head. “But I do like purple. You?” She glanced over her shoulder with a smile, then ran into the wall and bounced off before recovering with bright red cheeks.

      Holding a smile, he replied, “Azrael.”

      “Just like Gargamel’s cat.”

      His brow knit. “What nonsense do you spout?”

      “Not a cartoon watcher, eh?”

      She continued to make little sense as she led the way through a door that opened when the bar across it was pushed. It revealed a space rendered confined with stacks of boxes, but she ignored the magical vibe emanating from a few and headed for the red lettering that glowed above a door.

      “What is this place?” He’d not had much time to look, given he’d come to retrieve the seal.

      “Museum.”

      He tried to make sense of the word. “A depository for ancient artifacts, or things that represent art, knowledge, or history.”

      “A perfect definition. I’m going to guess English is your second language? Which seems surprising. You speak it rather well.”

      “I am recently arrived to this time and place.”

      “And just happened to be in my museum as Mr. Smoky attacked me.”

      “I was hoping to beat the Shaitan here.”

      “How did you even know to come?”

      “The moving picture screen showed an image of it. And then, once I was close, I could hear it whispering.”

      That caused her to pause as she placed her hand on another bar crossing a door. “Whispering? As in aloud? Because I didn’t hear anything.”

      For some reason she lied. “Why do you deny it?” He’d heard it shouting, demanding to be freed, the moment he entered the room.

      “You think the bottle was talking?” She snorted. “Let me guess, we woke it up when we removed it from the ruins.”

      “You should have left it alone,” he grumbled.

      “Oh, stop it,” she huffed. “It was a bottle. Bottles don’t talk.”

      “Unless they’re a prison,” he snapped but said no more, as the door at the far end of the storage space opened and a man appeared.

      He was rather sizeable, his belly hanging over the belt holding up his trousers. He spotted them and yelled, “Daphne! Are you okay? I saw the broken glass.”

      “Hey, Frank. I’m fine. Just a little accident. I was going to grab some fresh air before I clean up.”

      “Who is this guy?” The corpulent fellow pointed at him.

      “None of your concern,” Azrael declared with a swirl of his fingers.

      “I’ll decide that. You didn’t sign in with me.” Frank put a hand at his waist and took a step forward.

      “Sir, I’m going to need you step away from Daphne and come with me.”

      “No need for that, Frank. I’m the one who let him in. Azrael, is, um, one of the archeologists from the ruins. He wanted to make sure the artifacts got here all right.”

      “I don’t care. He needs to have permission from the boss and sign in with me. Let’s go,” Frank ordered, actually expecting Azrael to obey.

      “You are trying my patience.” Azrael drew from the magical residue in the room, whispered a word to give it shape, and threw it at the man, who slumped to the ground.

      “What did you do to Frank?” she squeaked. She went to move past him, but he snared her arm.

      “We are leaving.”

      “Oh no, we’re not. Dream or not, Frank doesn’t deserve to be hurt.”

      “He’s sleeping.”

      “Wake him up. Right now.”

      His brows drew together. “Be quiet or I’ll put you to sleep as well.”

      Her mouth opened. “Don’t you dare! That’s ass—”

      He drew more magic, muttered the word of power, and she began to fall. Azrael caught her before she could hit the ground. She didn’t weigh much despite her feisty nature.

      Confronting a Shaitan, that took guts, or ignorance. He was betting on the latter.

      Only as he brushed the hair from her face did he notice a tiny shard of glass embedded in her forehead. He brushed it loose, and a bead of blood welled. A tiny wound that would easily heal. By the time she woke up, it would already be dry.

      And he’d be gone. On the lookout for the next seal to appear. With two of them broken, it wouldn’t be long.

      Three thousand years he’d waited for this moment. He couldn’t give up now. If he did, then the sacrifice made would be in vain. The Shaitan and their master would win. And when they did, it wouldn’t be gentle or kind. He knew what they were capable of.

      The woman in his arms didn’t move, and he thought about placing her on the floor and simply leaving. But he still needed a guide for this world. Not to mention, if the amphora were considered precious ancient artifacts, worthy of display in a repository, then perhaps, this Daphne could show him the location of other museums that might have a seal hidden away in a dusty corner or on display for anyone to break.

      He rose with her in his arms then kicked the bar to swing open the door. It exited into an open space behind the building with a large expanse of asphalt painted with lines. Two metal chariots sat at rest. One was boxy with writing on it. The other, small and a bright blue. It didn’t take much guessing to know which belonged to the female.

      Now he only had to decipher the magic that moved the chariots. Thus far, he’d allowed others to transport him, paying only slight attention.

      How hard could it be?

      Tossing her over his shoulder, he strode to her chariot and tugged on the handle. It didn’t open. He yanked again and, when it didn’t budge, pulled harder, wrenching the metal lever clear from the body. Shoddy workmanship.

      Moving to the other side, he eyed the handle. It didn’t open the door either, indicating perhaps some kind of locking system. But he had no key. Palpating the female, he discovered a package of something with a minty scent, a stylus filled with ink, a phone covered in a slick material that glittered pink and gold, but no keys.

      He glanced at the building. They might be inside. He didn’t have the patience to look.

      Would a spell work?

      Outside the building, the magic proved easy to grasp, and he muttered to focus the zap he aimed at the mechanism. Something whirred and clicked. He tugged the handle, and the door opened!

      He smiled. Easy. Surely driving would be as simple.

      A thought revised when, after magicking the car to life and eventually lurching forward when he pressed a pedal, he hit a pole that really could have been better located. A balloon exploded from the chariot and punched him in the face, and a horn blared his shame for everyone to hear.

      This wouldn’t have happened if he’d left the female behind. She was proving to be bad luck, and the temptation to dump her increased. He could find someone else to help him. Yet something stayed him. Just like something forced him to act and save her from the Shaitan. Big mistake. He could have let the Shaitan kill her and, while it was distracted, stolen the bottle and stopped the coming apocalypse before it began.

      But no. He just had to get involved and save the human. Now the second of seven seals was broken. Only five more to go, two enemies on the loose searching, and he was wasting time.

      A zap silenced the horn. The bag in his face started to deflate but he slashed it to ribbons in case it decided to cause more trouble.  He shouldered open the door and emerged to stretch before he scooped Daphne out of the back of the chariot. He quickly moved from the crash before it drew attention.

      A few streets away, he found another chariot with the glowing light on top of it. A conveyance for hire.

      The driver, wearing a fabric headdress, opened his window and said, “What’s wrong with your friend?”

      “She is sleeping.”

      “Sure, she is. Put the woman down and walk away.”

      “No. She is mine.” He hugged her tighter to his chest.

      “I highly doubt that. I won’t let you hurt her.”

      A strange statement. “Why would I harm her? I require her help.”

      “And does she want to give you her help?” The man in the vehicle pressed a button and turned away. “Dispatch, we have a situation that will require—”

      Azrael tossed some colored paper through the window. “I wish to hire your services.”

      The man in the fabric head covering eyed the offering then Azrael. “She your girlfriend or something? Had too much to drink?”

      “Yes.”

      It seemed as if agreeing was the correct response, as the driver grunted. “Get in. Where to?”

      A location was required. He pursed his lips and eyed the female.

      “What if I didn’t know for sure and had to find out?” he asked, handing over more of the paper to the driver. It never ceased to amaze him how fond people of this time were of the paper they called currency. In his day, jewels, precious metals, and actual tangible goods were the way to pay.

      “She got a wallet? Driver’s license would have it.”

      “A what?”

      The man with the fabric hat sighed. “You really aren’t making this easy.”

      “She indicated she resided nearby.”

      “Do you have any idea how many homes are in a one-mile radius? You’re going to need to be more specific.”

      The phone he’d taken from her vibrated, startling in and of itself. He ignored it.

      The driver’s phone rang next. “Hold on a second while I answer.”

      Even with his most excellent hearing, Azrael only heard the driver’s replies of, “How did you know? Are you sure? Yes, ma’am.” Then the man turned to look at him. “Lucky you, your friend called with an address.”

      “Friend?”

      “Elsie something or other. Said she’d be seeing you soon and told me where you’re going.”

      Who was this Elsie? And how had she known he was in this conveyance? Then again, it was the first sign he’d seen thus far that perhaps the magic he’d once known that filled this world wasn’t completely gone.

      The chariot deposited him outside a building. When the glass door wouldn’t open, a sharp yank took care of it. Then he had to decide which door to open next. There were metal ones that had no handles for him to use to pry open, and one that, with a hard shove, led him to some stairs.

      He went flight by flight, seeking a place with her scent. He found it on the fifth level. Thank fuck.

      Even he was starting to feel the strain of too much exertion. The door to her abode was, of course, locked. He put a finger to it and melted the lock. Upon entering, the scent of her surrounded him. There was so much to explore, but fatigue drew him to find a bed, and he discovered what queen-sized meant.

      Big enough for two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Using predictive text, type, “If I were a dragon I’d—”

      Inside the Silvergrace mansion, in a room with too many opinions and not enough chocolate…

      Elsie hung up the phone and handed it to Babette.

      “Who were you talking to?” Babette asked.

      “A cab driver. He needed an address.”

      “For who?”

      “You’ll soon see,” was Elsie’s cryptic reply.

      Once upon a time, Babette might have snapped and shaken her, but she’d learned to let someone else be the bad guy trying to get answers. “Where’s Luc?” Elsie’s main squeeze.

      “Avoiding this meeting.” A smile teased her lips. “He’s picking me up in twenty-four minutes.”

      “You’re letting him drive? I thought you took away his keys.” Babette still had flashbacks of that one terrifying time they let Luc drive. “That man is a menace on wheels.”

      “He’s gotten better. Just wait until he starts taking motorcycle lessons. I’ve already got three helmets for him.”

      “Since when can you see the future for him?” The odd thing about the lovey-dovey couple was that Elspeth—a yellow dragon with an ability to see things that hadn’t yet happened—couldn’t read her husband, her demon mate.

      With Luc, every day was a surprise for Elspeth. They truly were made for each other. Babette especially liked how Luc took care of Elspeth. He glowered and offered to kill anyone who offended her. Had offered to conquer the world if she wanted it.

      One day Babette hoped to find the kind of love that was ready to go to war and wouldn’t mind mowing the lawn. Babette had tried helping their gardener for a bit. Turned out she quickly got annoyed pushing a machine around to trim grass, so she invested in some more natural methods, only to have incidents with the goats she acquired. They didn’t just make good cheese; however, the indigestion...

      Maybe they should try sheep instead.

      Mmm. Lamb chops.

      The arguing at the meeting interfered with her mouthwatering fantasy. Welcome to a Sept emergency meeting, presided over by King Remiel, with a bunch of people all giving their two cents. Apart from the king, Elsie, Luc, and Babette, there was Aimi Silvergrace and her mate, Brandon. Her sister Adrienne with her main squeeze, Dex. As if that weren’t too many, a few of the aunts were also present arguing.

      Everyone had their opinion—mostly hot air—to throw in. The king drummed his fingers in impatience.

      What a wonderful clusterfuck, and it all started at the meeting last week during a similar meeting with too many hot-head dragons.

      Elsie leaned close and whispered, “Watch, I’m going to make their heads explode.” And winked.

      It began rather tamely with Elsie announcing, “I had a dream!”

      The room had instantly quieted.

      Remiel lifted a hand and said, “Tell us about it.”

      The dragons had learned to ignore Elsie’s dreams at their own peril. Now that she’d stopped taking the drugs that helped her control the visions, and had Luc to act as her anchor, she’d grown more comfortable with her ability to see the future. Knew which visions would affect them most and should be discussed.

      “It was a long dream,” Elsie said as she stood. “A whole bunch of things happened. Some of which I can’t talk about yet.” She stared off in the distance. “Yeah, we really can’t talk about that.” She shook her head. “Must concentrate on the here and now. And finding them.”

      “Finding who?” Babette took over the questioning. As Elsie’s best friend—something she had no choice in as Elsie had just declared it one day—Babette knew how to draw the right information from her, as she could ramble and wander.

      “The horsemen of the apocalypse, of course,” Elsie said with a roll of her eyes. “They’ve emerged from their prison and ride the world again.”

      “Did you say the fucking horsemen?” Babette yell-whispered.

      Elsie nodded.

      “I’m in!” Aimi Silvergrace announced.

      “No, she’s not,” countered her hubby, Brandon.

      That drew a glare from his wife. “Excuse you, but you don’t get to decide.”

      He eyed her very round belly. “Like fuck I don’t. You heard what your aunt said just this morning. You could pop that sucker any day.”

      “People have been birthing babies since even before they started walking. They didn’t put their lives on hold. They squatted, birthed, and off they went to work and care for their families.”

      Brandon leaned back with a sigh and rubbed his forehead. “Someone please tell her, because she won’t listen to me.”

      It was Aunt Yolanda who patted Aimi’s hand and said, “Given how you screamed when I had to remove that splinter, I don’t think so. You’re not going anywhere. It’s too close.”

      “But I want to help.” Aimi pouted.

      “By distracting from the mission because you’ve got to give birth? Don’t be so selfish.” Aunt Yolanda flicked her.

      “Ow. You can’t hurt a pregnant woman.”

      “And you just proved my point,” Aunt Yolanda declared triumphantly.

      Aimi stuck out her tongue.

      The king cleared his throat, and the squabbling ceased. No one quite knew what the king would do if pushed too far, and none were willing to find out.

      Babette returned to Elsie’s dream. “So these horsemen? Are they cute?” The most important question.

      Adrienne Silvergrace cleared her throat. “Um, Babs, you do know the horsemen are evil.”

      “And male,” added Aimi.

      “Says who?” Babette asked, twirling her hair. “Because, as far as I know, no one’s actually met them. Could be they’re an all-girl band, cuter than the Spice Girls, and into world peace and not the apocalypse.”

      Yolanda offered a wry, “I think the fact one of them is called Death probably means they’re not good people.”

      “Are they good or evil?” Babette asked Elsie.

      Only to get a shrug and a mumbled, “I don’t know. I just know they’re important.”

      It was the king’s wife and mate, Sue-Ellen, only one of two humans in the room, who said, “Dragons and shapeshifters are supposed to be bad, too.”

      The observation caused a few in the room to squirm. Were they showing bias? Could the horsemen just be misunderstood?

      “No killing, not yet, until we know intent,” the king said.

      Aunt Yolanda just had to question. “You are all assuming these horsemen even exist. Sorry, Elsie, but you have to admit that dream you had is pretty farfetched. It’s a well-known fact that the four horsemen are a religious construct. They don’t exist as actual people but a series of events big enough to have their own distinct existence.”

      “I don’t agree.” Sue-Ellen shook her head. “The horsemen have shown up in too many places. How many instances of this construct appearing in different religions and cultures does it take before we believe there’s some truth in it?”

      “If they do exist, then what are they?” Aunt Yolanda asked.

      “It doesn’t matter what they are,” Elsie interjected. “What does matter are the choices made here today. If it’s any consolation, in the futures where you don’t act at all, you die quickly.”

      That snapped plenty of mouths shut.

      Babette held in a snicker, and Aunt Yolanda quickly recovered her composure to ask, “If the horsemen are here, then how are we supposed to find them?”

      It was Adrienne who raised her hand and waved it like a woman on fire. “Easy. Follow the signs.”

      “What signs?”

      “Didn’t anyone read the Bible or watch the movies?” Adrienne rolled her eyes. “In a nutshell, we need to find four people riding horses: one white, a red one, black, and pale.”

      “What’s pale?” asked Babette. “Because are we talking white pale, tan, maybe even a light gray?

      Adrienne huffed. “Does it matter? Jeezus, pale as in not red, white, or black. Duh. When they come, we’ll know because there’ll be signs of pestilence and war and death.”

      “That’s only three,” Babette pointed out.

      Adrienne scowled in annoyance. “I don’t remember what the freaking fourth one is, but that’s not the point. The horsemen of the apocalypse are going to be noticeable.”

      “Um, she might have a point about them being kind of obvious. I just got a text,” Aimi interjected, waving her phone. “Check it out.” Aimi raised a remote and transformed the painting of dragons playing poker into a massive screen.

      All eyes turned to watch. It was CNN, and it appeared to be showing drone footage of the desert and a massive sinkhole forming as they watched. From it, four figures appeared. Four cloaked figures riding boney horses.

      “It’s them!” Babette exclaimed.

      Adrienne snorted. “You really going to believe CNN? Home of the fake news.”

      Aimi flipped the channel to other news stations. North American. Europe. Russia. China. Over and over, with different languages, the same video played.

      Still not convinced, Adrienne pointed out, “Those horses are all the same bony color.”

      “And as the voice of reason, I’m going to mention that the fact it’s gone viral doesn’t make it real,” opined Aunt Yolanda.

      “You’re splitting scales. Add in Elsie’s dream and this is evidence enough that they’re real,” was the grumbly retort of the king. “Find them.”

      Simple instructions that proved difficult. The drone footage only followed one of the horsemen, the guy riding north. Plodding along in the desert, a cat sitting almost in his lap. There one second. Gone the next.

      All of them disappeared without leaving a trace.

      That meant they had four people—erm, things—to find, and no way to track them other than via random rumors, none that led to any real leads. Even social media proved a waste with the supposed horsemen sighting being hoaxes of people trying to go viral.

      A week later, they’d still not located one of the horsemen and were back for another meeting, and Elsie was being coy about her phone call. Why would she be talking to a cab driver when she had Luc picking her up?

      The king sat at the head of the table and asked for progress reports, which led to a disappointing lack of news and then bickering. Remiel didn’t tolerate it for long. Their golden ruler, only recently saved from a prison, raised his hand and got instant silence. “Does anyone actually have anything to report?”

      Adrienne stood. “The computer program we’ve been running finally got hits on our targets. I’ve managed to capture some footage of what might be the horsemen.” She raised a remote, and a hologram appeared over the large boardroom table. From all angles, they could see a figure atop a black horse in front of the tower of London.

      “Are we sure it’s one of them?” Yolanda asked. She stood and moved closer to the screen. “Zoom the image.”

      Adrienne cropped and sized the section Aunt Yolanda indicated, drawing into sharp relief a cloaked figure with a cat perched on the pommel of the horse’s saddle.

      “Which one is that?” Babette asked.

      “Does it matter? He likes cats. I like cats, too,” Elsie said with a smile. “And not for eating.”

      “With that cloak, who says it’s a he?” Adrienne asked.

      “It’s a guy.” Babette would know. She had a radar for the more feminine type, such as the lady riding the pale horse who happened to be the next one caught on camera, racing down the streets of New York. The hood had fallen from her head, her hands on the reins were slender, and the hair streaming behind long, blonde, and curled at the ends.

      Remiel spoke. “That’s possible locations on two. Have three and four been spotted as well?”

      “Maybe,” was Adrienne’s cautious reply. She showed them images. The third might have been glimpsed in Russia, but the footage was too grainy to be sure, as for the fourth one… It had yet to surface. “That’s all I’ve got so far.”

      “You have to find the horsemen,” Elsie insisted. “The fate of the world depends on it.”

      “Then maybe you should give us some coordinates,” snapped Aunt Yolanda.

      “Be nice to her,” Babette warned with a sharp rebuke. “Or I’ll tell Luc.” He didn’t like people being mean to his mate.

      “Everyone will be nice or else,” Remiel said on a soft drawl. “Now that Adrienne has given us some possible locations, we can move toward bringing them in.”

      “Are we sure that’s a good idea? If the fate of the world depends on finding them, wouldn’t it be better to kill them the moment we do?” Bloodthirsty Aimi wasn’t one to waste time. Aunt Yolanda, her teacher, must be so proud.

      “You can’t kill them. I said we had to find them, because they’re important. If they die, then we might as well just give up now,” Elsie announced. “We need them alive.”

      “In that case, we’ll have to split up,” Babette suggested.

      “Agreed. I want each team to have a good balance of defense and attack. We don’t know if these horsemen will come quietly,” the king said, drumming his fingers. “Contact the Sept matriarchs and have those closest to the sightings readying teams.” The Septs being divided by color and then, within those colors, by strength, which usually was decided by the family bloodlines.

      “You need to do more than just contact those closest, Your Majesty,” Brandon added quickly. “We need to make that alert wider. We’ve been looking for these guys for a week, and yet they were invisible. Think what that could mean if they are intent on harm. We need to ensure all the Septs and families are on alert.”

      Aimi nodded. “My husband has a point. If this goes south, then strike teams should be assembled and ready to move in all the major cities at a moment’s notice.”

      “Agreed. Make it happen.” The king rose, and everyone scrambled to their feet. “I want up-to-date reports on any news of these horsemen.”

      “Aren’t you meeting with the United Nations?” Aimi reminded. She might be pregnant, but she kept on top of things now that she was restricted close to home.

      Remiel grimaced. “I’m heading there now.”

      “Which I still don’t agree with,” Aunt Yolanda muttered. “Whoever heard of the King of Dragons abasing himself in front of humans.”

      “It’s called negotiating.”

      “Seems an awful lot like showing our neck.”

      “We didn’t have much a choice, did we?” He referred to the fact they’d been outed. And while some humans still believed it was an elaborate hoax, it wouldn’t be long before social media and the need for people to video everything brought more evidence to light. Best they come to an arrangement with the world now before the days of hunting resumed again.

      The room dispersed quickly once the king left, until it was only Babette and Elsie.

      “So, bestie, are you excited?” Elsie asked.

      “About?”

      “The juicy secret I kept just for you.” Elspeth practically bounced in her seat.

      “What did you do now?” Babette asked, not without some anticipation. She and Elsie did have a good time. Why, the last time they hung out, a refinery in Texas blew up. The time before, they sank a ship, and then there was the time Babette was sleeping with the enemy and had to redeem herself.

      Elsie bit her lip as she grinned. “I know where the fourth horseman is hiding.”

      “And you didn’t tell the king?”

      “I saved it for you, best friend.”

      On days like today, that was most certainly true. “Where?”

      “Find the nerd with the dragon tattoo.”
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      The unused pajamas under her pillow: Only cute ‘til woken.

      Azrael strode through the market, a tall menacing shape in a cloak. People leaned away from him, but not in fear, more like awe. Some of it respectful, others overcome and sinking to their knees, heads ducked, humming respect, clasping their hands to their forehead.

      He paid them no mind. Made no sign at all that he saw them.

      The leather of his boots was dusty, despite the stone road he followed. The same dirt clung to his cloak. A bruise, dark as a mottled shadow, covered his cheek.

      A man fell in beside him, also wearing a long swath at his shoulders, but lighter in color, cleaner, too. “Did you handle it?”

      Azrael’s lips pressed tight. “I dispersed it, but not before it killed an entire village.”

      The other man ducked his head and huffed a breath. “We have to stop it before the pieces reassemble.”

      “How long can we keep shredding them apart? We need a way to separate the pieces permanently,” Azrael stated.

      “The kind of magic that would take…” The other man trailed off and looked around them. The only thing to see were the people going about their lives.

      If the menace came to this city, so many would die. Yet if they didn’t act, even more would perish.

      The man in the pale cloak stared at him. “You mustn’t ever give up, Azrael. Promise.”

      “Whatever it takes.”

      “Even if it takes your life?”

      The statement startled Daphne awake. It took a

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/dragonlogo.jpg
oP

rago
oint

=]





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/dragonmage_web.jpg
EVE LANGLAKS





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



OEBPS/images/dragon_series.jpg
EVE LANGLAIS EVE LANGLA[S





OEBPS/images/dragon_vellum.jpg





OEBPS/images/dragonpointanthologycover-3.jpg
DRAGON'S
i

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

EV ERESCERGT A 1S





