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        He will follow her to HELL AND BACK…

      

      

      

      Orphaned and on the run, Valeria will do all she can to save herself from the enemies who want to steal her power and her life. Trusting nobody, she keeps to herself and refuses to let anyone into her life—or her heart. But when she ducks into a store for sanctuary, everything changes. Suddenly, Valeria is faced with the future she's always feared. Is she destined for an eternity of pain and suffering?

      

      Draconis Imperia leader, Rhys lives with his clan on earth since God was a boy. Losing his one soulmate destroyed everything Rhys ever wanted and believed in. And when he encounters Valeria, it's like seeing a ghost. But the fiery and mistrustful witch is nothing like the innocent and angelic woman he remembers in his dreams.

      

      Valeria refuses to succumb to the temptations of the irresistible Rhys. She's hellbent on protecting herself—and he's determined to uncover the truth. But when her enemies drag her to Hell, Rhys will do anything to rescue her. Can one dragon fight like Hell to save the witch he loves?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Valeria sucked in a breath, fighting through the painful stitch in her side. Blinking to clear her vision, she stumbled down the alley, nearly hitting a dumpster because she was too tired to move out of the way.

      Find a place to hide. She had to find a bolt hole for a few hours so she could recover. But she was so tired. Her skin crawled, and Valeria knew she couldn’t afford to stop. The hunters were too close.

      She looked down at her hands, wincing when they trembled. Fighting them off wasn’t going to be possible. Not today. She hadn’t slept in over forty-eight hours. Her last meal had been yesterday, a quick fast-food burger. It had been cheap and dry, but she had choked it down because she couldn’t wait long enough for them to fix a fresh one, although the guy behind the counter had offered.

      Her stomach hurt, and her mouth was dry like sandpaper.

      I need just one small safe place. A closet, a basement. Literally any place she could hole up for a few days. Hell, at this point, she’d take a couple of hours.

      The alleyway abruptly spilled out onto a shop-lined street. Valeria swore under her breath as she took in the fashionable people milling around, shopping and having brunch. There were too many. Her days of melting into a crowd and disappearing were over.

      These hunter cabrones had been on her trail for weeks. It was as if all the lessons her mother had taught her were meaningless. No matter what Valeria did or where she hid, they always found her. After weeks of relentless pursuit, she was running on empty, the very last dregs of her reserve gone.

      A man in a tight V-neck t-shirt accidentally brushed against her. She jerked to the side to avoid touching his bare skin, then overcorrected so wildly that she almost fell. The stranger grunted and walked on, dismissing her as one of the city’s many mentally ill derelicts.

      Actually, he probably thought you were drunk.

      But Valeria didn’t care. Her caution was warranted. All it would take was one hunter knocking against her in a crowded street and they could stick her with a pin like a government spy taking down a target. Only this pin wouldn’t be laced with radioactive poison. That would only kill her.

      Her pursuers wanted her alive.

      Skirting the crowd, she scanned the various storefronts for a decent hiding place. A small jewelry store—no. An empty gallery with seascapes on the walls—also no. A crowded café—a big hell no.

      Valeria was almost at the end of the block when she saw a man wearing a white shirt and beige pants. The telltale glitter of a gold cross strung around his neck winked at her, a tiny warning that said she wasn’t going to get out of this without a fight.

      The stranger didn’t stand out. Anyone else paying attention would only see an average middle-aged man, someone who fit in working at a bank or an insurance company. He didn’t look like the type who sacrificed small animals in blood-laced rituals yet still wore his religion on his sleeve. But that was who and what he was. Valeria knew his face. He was one of the hunters and he was just across the street, scanning the crowd as intently as she was.

      Acting on instinct, she ducked into the first doorway she saw. After the bright sunlight outside, it took a minute for her eyes to adjust.

      The store was cramped and dusty. High wooden shelves were set out with narrow lanes in between, each covered with a random assortment of objects—porcelain plates, music boxes, small statuettes. The walking space was obstructed by end tables, planters, and the occasional oversized vase.

      Most of the light in the store was provided by the high transom windows visible just over the jumble of furniture and crowded shelves. Heavier pieces were lined against the walls, including a tall grandfather clock and chest that obscured the storefront window.

      If the hunter had seen her, she’d only have seconds before he spotted her again. Fighting the inevitable more out of habit than will, Valeria retreated further into the store, scanning the shelves for a passable weapon. She picked up a small statue, but put it back down in favor of an ornate fireplace poker she tripped over.

      The ornate grip was uncomfortable, but Valeria felt a surge of renewed strength. It was false bravado, but she squeezed the handle anyway, crouching so the top of her head was below the highest shelf.

      Minutes crawled by, but the jangly bell attached to the door remained silent. Her knees were aching when she finally relaxed enough to stand.

      Catching a blur of movement out of the corner of her eye, she parted her lips to scream. Reacting with sluggish and shaky movements, she reached for her weapon before realizing she was staring at herself.

      Stupid mirror. Her reflection had almost given her a heart attack. Giving herself a little shake, she slumped, lowering the poker. The oval, antique looking glass was hazy, her bedraggled reflection dark and streaky.

      More than likely, it was backed with silver. So, you will see your enemy, the vampire, and know who they are… Her mother’s voice was so clear in her mind it was almost as if she was in the same room.

      Ravenna had taught her about magic and the metals that disrupted it. Platinum was the best but too expensive, so silver was the most common. Gold would also work in a pinch, but anything gold was as out of her reach as platinum.

      No one backed mirrors in silver anymore, which must have been a relief to the vampire population.

      Swaying, she reached out to steady herself by holding the frame. Mierda. She looked like death warmed over. Her hair was lanky and in greasy clumps, her cheeks sunken from too many missed meals. She could probably fit all her belongings in the bags under her eyes.

      Valeria must have been more tired than she thought because the image in the mirror wavered. Eyes watering, she blinked to clear them, but the image only darkened, swirling as if there were a storm trapped inside. A shadow coalesced and a man appeared out of the depths, his dark eyes burning as if he were staring through her.

      Whirling around, she raised the poker, ready to make a desperate last stand against this new assailant, but there was no one there. Her head snapped back to the mirror.

      The man was still there in the reflection. It’s official. I’ve gone mad.

      Scrubbing her face, Valeria tried to make the apparition go away. But the stubborn hallucination stayed right where it was. Lips parting, she stepped closer to the darkened surface of the mirror. She wasn’t reflected at all anymore. There was only the muscular, dark-haired stranger with those coal-colored eyes that seemed to glint with flecks of glowing red and orange.

      Who had eyes like that?

      Valeria stared at the warrior, mesmerized. And that was what he was—a fighter. It was in every line of his body, in the harshly carved lines of his face. The intensity of that ember-filled gaze made her shiver.

      The man flickered suddenly. A swirl of wings and scales made her eyes water before fire flowed over the surface of the mirror. But it was gone before she was sure of it. The man snapped back into focus once more, his unyielding expression making her muscles tense in an instinctive fight-or-flight response.

      If this man were real, Valeria knew she had to stay far away from him. He was no one she wanted to meet.

      But then the warrior turned to stare directly at her. Blood draining from her face Valeria flinched, throwing her arms up into the air. But she didn’t accidentally strike anyone. The mirror wasn’t revealing a cloaked hunter. She was alone.

      Was it some sort of video feed? Valeria waved a hand in front of her. The man in the mirror didn’t react to the movement.

      Okay, so this was a non-interactive hallucination. She could handle that. Eating her last energy bar might be enough to get rid of him. On that note, her stomach rumbled. Disregarding the extraordinary in favor of the mundane, she dug through her pockets for the high-calorie nutrition bar.

      That act may have broken the spell. Between one blink and the next, the outlandish vision disappeared, leaving the overcrowded junk shop in its place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Valeria chewed her energy bar thoughtfully, staring at the mirror. Could the piece be haunted? The stranger may have just been an afterimage of the previous owner. A fiery death could have explained the flames.

      And what about the wings and scales?

      Disregarding the bits of the vision that didn’t fit with that neat explanation, Valeria turned her back on the mirror. She jerked her jacket closed, trying to shut away the memory of those eyes that seemed to strip away her soul.

      “Hello,” a voice called out. A lanky, long-limbed man came out of a door marked ‘Office’. Unkempt but clean, he was wearing a checkered sweater vest that had seen better days. The man looked harmless, but his presence rubbed her the wrong way, as if she’d bitten tinfoil.

      Not completely human. Valeria backed up a step, surreptitiously checking the mirror, but the outlandish vision didn’t reappear. The only thing behind her was the dusty interior of the shop.

      “Hello,” she murmured as the shopkeeper came to a stop a respectable distance away.

      “Welcome to Charmed Antiques and Wicca Emporium,” he said.

      She thumbed at the sign painted on the glass partially obscured by a set of shelves. “I thought it was just antiques.”

      The shopkeeper gave her a determined smile. “We’re under new management. I’m Viz—the new manager.”

      He gestured for her to follow him. One aisle over, the clutter thinned out, the wooden shelf replaced by a glass one. An assortment of crystals, vials, and dried herbs had been laid out into either neat circles or rows.

      An alarm bell rang in the back of her mind. Had she known this was the shop of a non-human practitioner, she would have chosen some other place else to hide.

      Stay calm. Just because you know what he is doesn’t mean he knows what you are.

      “Oh, um, thanks. But I’m just browsing,” she murmured, schooling her features into passivity.

      It was unlikely he was connected to the hunters. As long as she didn’t tip her hand, she’d be able to hole up here long enough for her pursuers to move on.

      “No problem,” Viz said. “Let me know if there’s anything you need. We have a lovely new assortment of rune stones just in. I haven’t even had time to take them out of the box.”

      “Maybe next time,” she murmured.

      Valeria had around twenty dollars left to her name, and she needed it for food. Not that she would have ever wasted money on something as frivolous as rune stones, even during one of those brief lulls where she hadn’t been chased and had been settled enough to work a regular job.

      Waitressing had been hard on her feet, but it had paid for a cheap studio apartment once upon a time. Having spent more time in shelters and cut-rate hotels, her memories of the cramped studio were tinted in a rosy light, the memories precious to her. It had been the only place she’d lived that was totally her own, the memories of houses and apartments she shared with her mother too hazy to count.

      “We also have a complete assortment of essential oils and diffusers if that is more your speed.”

      Valeria lifted a shoulder noncommittally. “I’ll let you know.”

      She and Viz stared at each other for an awkward moment before he inclined his head, conceding a reluctant defeat. “All right then. If you change your mind, just holler.”

      His yellow teeth flashed before he retreated behind the counter.

      Valeria ducked her head, then drifted back to the crowded section of the store. Keeping an eye on the grandfather clock—the only one of dozens of timepieces that actually kept the right time—she pretended to browse, picking up and discarding random objects.

      She was about to pick up a pyramid-shaped paperweight with Celtic symbols on it when the taste of iron flooded her mouth. Snapping her hand back, Valeria wiped it on her pants.

      Definitely don’t touch that one.

      Turning the corner, she peeked out of the bit of window visible behind a ramshackle chest. Only a small section of the street was visible, but she believed that crowd had thinned, the lunch hour had passed. However, there was no way of knowing if it was truly safe. She couldn’t see the sidewalk in front of the door. For all she knew, the hunters could be lying in wait.

      And she couldn’t hide here forever. Valeria had eaten her last granola bar, but it had done little to ease the hunger pangs tearing strips out of her stomach. Salivating, she recalled there was a taco shop a few blocks from here with a two-for-one special. It was her least favorite chain, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      She headed to the door when a dull gleam caught her eye. Leaning forward, she spotted the blade in the wide-mouthed vase holding half-a-dozen letter openers. It was a dull, knock-off athame made of modern steel. But with a little sharpening, it would be a lethal last-minute surprise for any hunter stupid enough to lay his hands on her.

      Valeria stumbled, catching herself on the shelf. A few things were rearranged in the process, and the athame fell into her backpack. She headed to the door, pausing only long enough to nod politely at Viz.

      She wanted to run out the door, but she forced herself to walk. Running while wearing anything but workout gear was the best way to call attention to herself, something she needed to avoid at all costs.

      The long wait in the antique store had failed. She felt the hunter’s eyes on her before she saw him. Valeria didn’t bother to search the crowd. Too weak to fight, she ran.

      She ended up on the pier. Exhausted, starving, and out of options, she slipped over the edge into the icy water—and nearly drowned.

      Something tight spiraled into a ball on her back, squeezing into a knot. The air left her lungs, and she sank completely under the surface, saltwater filling her mouth. The bonds of the knot twisted so hard that they broke, and she was suddenly free. Kicking to the surface, she gasped for air.

      Of course. She was an idiot. Valeria had been marked. She didn’t know when or how, but a hunter had somehow gotten close enough to put a tracking hex on her, giving the asshole enough time to gather reinforcements so they could overwhelm her with numbers.

      Those spells were notoriously hard to get right, especially when used against a witch. Too weak—and the spell dissipated. Too much juice—and the hexee discovered and undid it. It was as easy as taking a dip in the ocean or rubbing table salt on her body in the shower. Water alone might have been enough, but add salt and the spell didn’t stand a chance.

      She knew this, but she hadn’t even thought to check herself for a hex. Now she was freezing to death in the—wait… what ocean was this?

      The Pacific. She was in Los Angeles. Okay, maybe she wouldn’t freeze to death. It just felt that way because she was weak and hungry.

      Valeria waited as long as she could before crawling up through the gently lapping surf to the beach above. Staying out of the lights, she walked up and down the beach until she was dry enough to blend in with the crowd. This time, no one followed her.
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        * * *

      

      Viz Hobbes waited until the little witch had left to burst around the counter. He locked the door and then half-ran, half-jumped to the mirror in the back.

      He ran his hands over ornate metal studded with semiprecious stones, peering into the cloudy depths. Despite its age, the piece wasn’t worth much. A couple of hundred dollars at most for the stones and metal, or so his appraiser had said.

      But Henry, his uncle and the relative he’d inherited the store from, had refused to sell it for anything less than what he thought it was worth. That amount varied wildly—anything from a cool hundred G’s up to a million dollars.

      “It’s the legend behind it,” Henry had said more than once. “That is what makes it priceless.”

      However, no matter how hard Viz racked his brain, he couldn’t remember what that legend was. But he hadn’t imagined that huge, glowing eye that had appeared as the girl turned his way. It winked shut and disappeared a second later, but he had seen it. What was more, he could see it again thanks to his uncle’s planning and foresight.

      Rubbing his hands together, Viz went back to the manager’s office, rewinding the security footage from the camera hidden in the pile of vintage cameras—a little joke his uncle had chortled about when he’d told Viz about it.

      Almost jumping with excitement, he sat in front of the outdated computer and brought up the camera feed, rewinding until he got to the girl’s departure. As suspected, she had stolen something. She had been very slick about it, and the camera hadn’t caught the actual theft, but one of the letter openers was gone, so he knew it had happened.

      She was rather good, too. Without the camera, he would never have realized.

      But that isn’t why you are looking through this, he reminded himself. Viz held his breath, rewinding it to the point where he appeared in front of the girl.

      Holy shit, he was right. There was a huge eye in the mirror! A little more rewinding, and he sat back. The flame and that wing—in those colors. He shuddered.

      Viz had been hoping to make some money on this. When an artifact as old as that mirror reacted, there was always someone willing to pay for the information. But that had been when he thought it would be one of the big seven he’d be dealing with, a dangerous enough proposition on its own.

      But now he knew who the main party of interest would be, and he suddenly wasn’t sure if it was worth it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys topped the rise and stopped, crossing his arms as he watched his men go through their training routine. They were too far to see him, so he let a small smile grace his features as Jerik slammed the heavier Tanik against the ground.

      “He’s coming along nicely,” Naveen, his second, commented, coming to stand next to him.

      Rhys murmured his agreement. Jerik was the youngest member of the clan, now over two dozen strong. But the strength of the Draconai Imperia had never lain in numbers. Each one of his dragons was a lethal disciplined warrior, capable of laying waste to an entire city. Not that they did that anymore. It would have violated the treaty they signed to stay in this world.

      Visions of blood and war-ravaged landscapes flickered across his mind, but he ruthlessly shut them down. He did not allow the past to shackle him, as his predecessor had.

      Rhys hadn’t been the clan leader when his people came to Earth. That responsibility had belonged to Markus. But his mentor hadn’t been able to adapt to life on Earth. Compared to their birthplace, this realm was lush and comfortable—too comfortable for warriors like them.

      But they had to adapt. Markus had never understood that. His mind had been frozen in an unending war. Rhys’ soul had lived in that place for a long time, too, but once they had won, he’d forced himself to let it go. Because winning the war had cost them everything.

      Humans called it a pyrrhic victory when the price of triumph was so high it may as well have been defeat.

      Victory had cost them their home. Now that Rhys was the head of the clan, he would not allow them to lose another. Ever vigilant, the remaining members of the Draconai Imperia trained for battle ceaselessly, sharpening their skills against each other and the few predators that escaped the nets of the Elementals, the female enforcers of supernatural order on this world. Not that they advertised this fact to that small band of women.

      They probably know of the monsters we hunt anyway. The creature they called Mother, the creator and founder of this world, kept them well-informed. It was of little consequence. As long his people abided by their rules, the two groups avoided each other, giving him the autonomy to govern his people as he saw fit.

      Turning to Naveen, he got the bi-weekly report on internal clan matters. “Sanaa has invited the entire clan to her home the week after next for the celebration,” his second informed him.

      Rhys paused, his hard features softening a fraction. “How is she?”

      “Quite well,” his second informed him. “As are the babes according to the healer.’’

      A skitter of nerves crawled up his spine. Sanaa, one of the few females of the clan, had taken a mate ten years ago. The male, an Earth-born bear shifter, was a quiet and careful man who’d won his trust—after a few years. Neither group was particularly fertile, so they took no precautions against conception. Many years had passed before Sanaa conceived, but, when she did, she was blessed with two babes.

      It was one of the reasons they had chosen to stay on Earth as refugees, rather than searching out an uninhabited planet they could rule. If their species were to survive, they needed to breed. Their surviving numbers were not large enough to found a healthy population. But humans were abundant and as the old myths told them, they were biologically compatible.

      More than one dragon had come to Earth to find their mate back when travel between realms had been possible. His kind had courted their women, taking the females back to their homeland after winning them. Humans still told stories about those females, but they twisted them into tales of horror. In those dark legends, the women ended up as food, instead of living out their lives as cosseted and treasured mates.

      Rumor had it he had a human ancestor in his lineage, but it was so far back in his history as to be of no consequence.

      Compared to a dragon’s complex nature, human biology was quite simple. It was one of the curious details about them. The genes that governed growth, reproduction, and aging were basic and unspecialized. That primitiveness gave them plasticity. Humans and their magically adept derivatives, shifters like Tom, were almost a blank slate. That made them biologically compatible with any number of more complex lifeforms…namely his dragons.

      It had been his intention for all his clan members to take a life mate, but few had chosen partners. Despite having access to a large population of compatible females, their possessive and inflexible natures would settle for nothing less than a true mating. Sanaa and a few others had gotten lucky. The rest were still waiting.

      But not you. His chance had come and gone.

      Rhys pushed away that thought, crushing it in an imaginary vice for good measure. “We will clear the schedule once the birthing starts,” he announced.

      The entire clan had been anticipating this since Sanaa’s scent had changed, signaling her pregnancy. They would all want to be there. Releasing them from their training regimen was the least he could do.

      “Actually, Sanaa wants to have us over beforehand.”

      “Before?” Rhys frowned.

      Naveen shrugged. “According to Tom, it’s traditional. He calls it a baby shower. We are to bring gifts.”

      Rhys sniffed. “What greater gift does he desire than our acceptance of him in our clan?”

      “That’s what I told him. He looked at me as if I were crazy.” Naveen snickered. “I’m not sure he sees the value for the prize it is. He said as much—that he loves his mate and therefore ‘puts up’ with the rest of us.”

      Rhys was tempted to ‘put up’ a few things in Tom’s orifices, but given the man was about to have his hands full corralling two baby dragon shifters, Rhys decided to let the insult slide.

      “Anyway, Tom clarified,” Naveen continued. “The gifts are for the babes—blankets, infant-sized clothing, and instruments of play. According to a website I read, these gifts are meant to help the parents get ready for the arrival of the infants.”

      “Oh.” Rhys considered that. “A useful tradition.”

      “I thought so, too.”

      Dragons did give gifts after the birth of a babe—jewels or gold were customary. But this was a holdover from the old world, when a pregnant female was hidden away in an aerie, far from any other dragons that weren’t of the father’s bloodline. Non-family members couldn’t see a babe until it could fly, usually once it was a few years old. Everything was going to be different now.

      “What is the most expensive item they need?” Rhys asked.

      “Tom mentioned a stroller with twin cabs to wheel the children about.”

      “That will be my gift,” Rhys declared. “What will you buy?”

      Naveen drew a notepad from his pocket. “Something called a diaper genie.”

      Rhys growled low in his throat, and Naveen looked up. “Not a real djinn of course. It’s just a brand name.”

      Rhys grunted. How foolish of the human world to name a baby product after such deadly creatures. But then, the choices of what Naveen called ‘the marketing machine’ of this world never ceased to amaze him.

      The first time he’d come across a store display of the beverage called ‘Dr. Pepper’ had been a moment of great confusion.

      “Keep me updated on this event,” he ordered, remembering the near-miss he’d had then, his honor demanding he smash the bottle of liquified physician before the locals imbibed the poor man. “We don’t want Sanaa to overexert herself observing Tom’s traditions.”

      Naveen straightened, inclining his head before departing. Rhys watched his wing, what the Drak’s called a squadron, a bit longer before shifting. Bunching his muscles, he took to the sky, flying high over the sea of pines.

      His clan had chosen the Canadian Rockies as their home, mainly because it echoed the savagely rocky vistas of their homeworld, albeit a much greener version. Also, the ruggedness of the terrain promised humans would keep their distance. This was becoming less true in this age of satellites and air jets. But after the pioneering efforts of Aldasoro and Wright brothers in flight, Rhys had seen the writing on the wall. He’d taken steps to protect their territory.

      The members of the clan had lost most of their fortunes when they abandoned their world, so they had been forced to rebuild them on Earth.

      However, if there was one thing dragons excelled at, it was hunting treasure. Their senses were attuned to the task. He could smell gold and taste the tang of precious stones in the air whenever he was near. After the financial markets were created, it was easy enough to invest what they had found. Making money was a gift. Buying their own satellites to protect their skies, occupying the only available orbital paths, had been simpler than shooting down all the others that passed overhead.

      Rhys landed in front of his home. Made of massive redwood logs and beams he’d harvested at the turn of the century, he’d crafted a sprawling three-story lodge slash mansion.

      It had started as a small one-room cabin, one that he’d built with his own two hands. Over the years, he’d added to it, a room at a time. Occasionally, he tore parts down to add a picture window and, more recently, a deck without rails that wrapped around the entire third story.

      He landed there, angling his wings to sweep off the dry leaves and pine needles that had fallen on the wooden surface. Better than a broom, he thought as he shifted back to two legs. He crossed the freshly sealed wooden boards before throwing open the doors to his office.

      The sunlit space sparkled as he moved. Rhys stroked one of the many dragons responsible for the glittering gleam.

      The lavishly jeweled beasts graced every table and shelf in the room. Naveen had given him the first one as a joke, amused that so many human artists were enamored of their winged form.

      But Rhys had taken a liking to the curiosities. His collection spread over three rooms with his favorite specimen, the obsidian with ruby eyes, sitting next to a massive four-poster bed in his private chambers.

      Other treasures glinted in the light—a golden cross recovered from a sunken vessel, a ruby-encrusted goblet found in the basement of an abandoned castle, and a shelf of golden plates scavenged from the ruins of Pompeii.

      He weaved in between the tables and shelves, dropping a fifty-nine-carat sapphire he’d been carrying around in his pocket into one of the open chests flanking his desk. Sitting in the custom-made leather chair, he booted the state-of-the-art computer Naveen had recently upgraded.

      The clan made it a point to embrace human technology. They also owned a significant amount of property and businesses. According to the treaty they had signed, they had the right to invest in themselves so long as their activities didn’t harm the humans they employed.

      It was harder than it sounded, like constantly having to check he wasn't walking on ants. But he did it because money meant security for his people and being ethical meant avoiding scrutiny.

      He threw himself into today’s work, checking on the clan’s investment concerns. Such an important task was divided among three of his people, but Rhys always double-checked their work and frequently made significant financial moves on his own.

      However, today the usually enjoyable task felt monotonous, and he was glad for the distraction of an email alert from one of the junior clan members. At least until he opened it.

      Rhys took one look and hissed, just barely avoiding melting the screen with a stream of liquid fire at the grainy camera still embedded in the text. Trembling violently, he pushed his chair away from the desk until it banged into the glass and wood wall behind him.

      It can’t be her.

      How was this possible? Rhys closed his eyes, his heart pounding faster than it had in over three hundred years. The woman on the screen was not her. She had been in her grave for centuries. This female simply looked like her.

      It’s not the first time you’ve run across a woman who bore a resemblance strong enough to give you pause. But this one…she was uncanny.

      Giving himself a hard shake, Rhys forced himself to take a second look. He sat down, then pulled the oversized computer monitor closer to him. He’d overlooked the small play icon in the middle. It was a video file.

      Stiffening his jaw, he moved the cursor and pressed play. His breath shortened as the stranger moved through a crowded store with her grace and her facial expressions.

      What the hell was this?

      And then the woman stepped in front of a large oval mirror. Rhys saw the surface of the mirror flicker before his image appeared. He watched the rest of the video, muscles rigid, the same breath stuck in his chest for so long it started to burn.

      When the movie was over, he replayed it over and over again. After the tenth replay, he saw the message Jerik had written at the bottom of the email.

      

      Canaan, one of our informants, heard about a Fae male attempting to reach out to all the dragon shifter groups on Earth, offering to barter some ‘juicy information’ in the hope of a reward. He contacted the merchant, who sent him a still of this video, where our clan colors were identified from your wings in the mirror. He contacted me, and I authorized a payment to obtain the rest of the file.

      Once he saw it, our informant sought out the Fae and is currently sitting on him at his shop. As far as we know, our clan is the only one to receive the entire file, but Canaan can’t guarantee that other interested parties hadn’t intercepted it.

      

      Other interested parties?

      Those final words jarred him out of his stasis. He stalked to the door, throwing open the double doors to yell at the top of his lungs, “Get me Jerik. Now.”
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      The thin Fae male was sweating so much that he could probably slide out of his restraints by now. Rhys kept his disgust off his face, intent on transmitting only threats and intimidation.

      “You said the video was recorded how long ago?” he asked.

      “It’s been over a week—a-almost two,” Viz, the owner, stammered.

      He was holding his hat, twisting the ivy cap into a shapeless mess. The sweaty little Fae stared up at the trio of dragons from the small wooden chair in the back of the antique emporium as if expecting to be eaten at any moment. Every so often, he would cast a pleading glance at Canaan, the wolf shifter who’d brought them the information.

      But Canaan propped against the wall, his face impassive. There would be no help from that quarter.

      Crossing his thick arms, Rhys growled, bringing the nervous man’s attention back to him. “Was she alone?” he asked.

      “Yes, um, she was,” Viz answered, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He gestured to Canaan. “Although, as I mentioned to your almost-as-tall friend there, the witch kept watching the door as if she were waiting for someone.”

      Rhys blinked. “She was a witch? You’re certain?”

      The male nodded, sitting up a little straighter. “Yes. She just had that vibe. Also, I noticed something after I re-watched the security footage of her browsing. Everything she picked up was magically charged.”

      “What things?” Rhys’ face must have darkened because Viz leaned back as if trying to get farther away from him.

      “Nothing harmful,” the Fae rushed to say. “Just a bunch of trinkets. They’re mostly harmless. But rest assured, I keep all the truly dangerous items in the back. I’ve got a genuine Burgess hat pin if you’re interested. It’s got a diamond⁠—”

      “Viz,” Canaan interrupted from the door, his tone a warning. “I suggest you focus.”

      The Fae man bobbed his head, swallowing heavily. “Sure, sure. Anyway, even though she picked up a lot of charged stuff, the only thing the girl left with was a harmless knife.”

      Rhys held up a hand. “Wait. She stole something?”

      The sweaty stick man was mistaken. The girl he had known would never have done such a thing, not in a million years.

      Who was this female who walked into a shop and robbed it? Because that wasn’t the nature of the woman he’d loved, the one whose loss had destroyed him.

      “But you’re certain she was a witch?” Jerik asked, returning to the crux of the matter. H gestured to the crowded shelves beyond the doorway. “There are many mystically tainted objects out there. Her choices could have been simple chance.”

      “True.” Viz’s head bobbed up and down again. “However, there was the fact she saw the vision in the mirror at the start and stayed a fair amount of time afterward. A human would have run out of here.”

      “The sweaty stick man is correct,” Naveen murmured, echoing Rhys’ impression of the shopkeeper. “Normal humans reject the proof of the supernatural. Nine out of ten would have left right after.”

      As if on cue, they glanced behind the Fae man. Someone had removed the mirror from the showroom floor and placed it on a table against the wall.

      “Bring it here,” Rhys ordered.

      Viz scrambled up to retrieve the looking glass. He appeared to struggle with its weight. Trying not to roll his eyes, Rhys plucked it out of his arms with one hand. It was heavier than it looked, indicating the frame was metal, but it was still light enough that any reasonably sized male—even this poor specimen—should have been able to carry it without effort.

      “Tell me about this,” he ordered.

      “Oh, uh yes, I can do that,” Viz said, straightening. “Well, I can tell you what I know. I searched for my uncle’s logs after she left. He made an entry on every item in the store—the potentially valuable ones, anyway.”

      Viz twisted in his chair, the cheap polyester making a wrenching squeaking sound on the plastic-covered cushion. “It’s in that one on the top, the page with the receipt as a bookmark.”

      Jerik handed him the book in question. Rhys opened it to the relevant page, unsure what to expect. “It’s just a list of names.”

      Written two by two, the list extended down most of a single page.

      “Yeah, I get it’s not super informative,” Viz apologized. “I don’t recognize any. A few came up in Google, but there was nothing informative there. It could have been matching randomly to people with the same name.”

      Rhys and his men exchanged looks. Wordlessly, Jerik took the mirror and small book before leaving after a military-grade bow.

      “You may go tend to your shop. We have some things to discuss,” Rhys said, dismissing the shopkeeper, who scrambled up.

      The moist man paused. “Er…about payment?

      Rhys stared down at the man. Viz gulped, raising his arms. “Never mind. We can talk about it later,” he said, bowing and backing away, retreating to the front of the store.

      He turned to his second. “She has a two-week head start. Cut the patrol around our territory to three dragons. I want you to get everyone else down here. Start canvassing the local businesses. And check if this municipality has cameras installed here. Buy the footage if you have to. I want her found yesterday.”

      Naveen nodded once, then rushed to carry out his orders.

      Rhys went back to the main part of the store, going over the spots where the woman had lingered, but there was no trace of her scent on anything.

      It’s not her, he told himself for the millionth time.

      But that didn’t stop him from joining his men in the search.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, Rhys walked to the window on the twentieth floor of the Caislean Hotel, the most luxurious accommodation in the city of the Angels.

      He snorted. Again, the absurdity of Earth’s naming conventions struck him anew. He crossed his arms, staring down at the urban sprawl.

      Was she down there somewhere? Or had the mysterious witch in the security footage moved on?

      Naveen came up beside him. Despite the fact he had been walking the streets most of the night, his second was alert, his dark ascetic face showing no signs of fatigue.

      “Sanaa has gone into labor.”

      Rhys groaned, letting himself bend forward to hit the glass with his forehead. It was a moment of weakness he would have never allowed in front of the junior members of his clan. But this was Naveen, his most trusted lieutenant.

      “This is insanity.” He raised his head. “We need to stop this pointless search and go back to our territory. I need to return before the birth.”

      Naveen reached out to grasp his upper arm. “Sanaa understands,” he said. “After what happened all those years ago⁠—”

      “It’s not Gabrielle,” Rhys snapped.

      Naveen’s lips compressed.

      He cleared his throat. “I apologize. I am losing sleep over this, and I feel like a fool. We’ve been turning this city over, yet there’s no sign of this woman—a witch who is not Gabrielle.”

      Gabrielle was in her grave, and she had been for more years than days he’d known her.

      Rhys used to visit that grave before he’d stopped punishing himself. He hadn’t been there in hundreds of years.

      And yet, a woman with a passing resemblance appeared and he lost his mind and forgot his duty to his clan.

      A hint of amusement touched Naveen’s face. “As Tom has repeatedly mentioned, the only members of the clan who need to be at the birth are Sanaa, him, and the midwife. No one will begrudge your absence under the circumstances.”

      “And what if I’m chasing a ghost?”

      Naveen held up a sheath of papers he hadn’t noticed. “I don’t think you are,” he said, handing him the documents. “These are the results of the search Jerik had run on the names the former owner of the antique store had listed on the mirror’s entry. It’s all families that used to own the mirror. The piece has a long history.”

      “I assumed as much,” Rhys said, looking over the list of names and the details noted beside each.

      Naveen inclined his head. “Yes. Much still needs to be unearthed. But I found it interesting that Hobbes chose to list two names from each family—mostly married couples.”

      Cynicism twisted Rhys’ face. “So, it is not enough that we have to entertain the possibility of reincarnation, but now we’re supposed to accept that the looking glass has matchmaking properties?”

      Wisely, Naveen simply shrugged.

      “I’ll just set these here,” he said, dropping the papers on the suite’s coffee table. With a bow, he departed, leaving Rhys alone.

      He turned back to the window, wishing the vista were of the wild corner of land they’d claimed of their own. But despite what he’d said to Naveen, Rhys couldn’t leave this city, not until he’d had some sign or discovered where the girl in the video had gone.

      If it were Gabrielle reborn…

      She had left him once. He would not allow it to happen a second time.
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      Rhys inhaled deeply, stalking up the stairs of the condemned building as the lightest trace of jasmine and amber teased his nose. The moist fetidness in the air was making it difficult to pick out the girl’s scent. The signature was unfamiliar, but he recognized it instinctively.

      His quarry had been here mere hours ago.

      The idea made him angry, not because he had missed her—again—but that she had been here at all. This was a place for the forgotten, a derelict building where humans squatted because they had nowhere else to go.

      And the woman is one.

      He could taste the fire in his mouth as his nose wrinkled at a particularly unpleasant scent. The flames wanted out, eager for him to burn something down in cathartic release. But Rhys tamped the impulse down. He couldn’t afford to lose control, not when he was so close.

      His people had scoured the city, asking shop owners for whatever security footage they had from the day she’d been spotted. Between the banks and traffic cameras Jerik was able to hack, Rhys now had dozens of photos and video snippets of his mystery woman.

      He had studied the pictures from every angle, trying to find one where she didn’t resemble the lost mate burned into his memory, but soon conceded defeat. Every feature, every line of her body, was the same. Rhys could find no flaw, at least not on camera. Which made him all the more determined to find her in real life. Surely the illusion would fall apart once he had the flesh-and-blood woman in front of him.

      Her scent was different, he reminded himself.

      Poring over the images had brought something else to his attention. He wasn’t the only one looking for her.

      A camera outside a gas station had caught the woman. Ten minutes later, two men had paused in the same spot, their manner and bearing that of hunters. The same pair were spotted a second time, following soon after the woman passed a bank ATM camera several miles from the gas station.

      After he realized they weren’t the only ones searching, his people went back over the footage, identifying at least four other individuals, three men and one woman, in pursuit of the same quarry. Each of the strangers made an effort to present a benign appearance, dressing to blend in with the mostly human populace of the area. But Rhys could recognize the hard edge and experience of the hunt in their gaze and movements.

      Rhys could not allow them to find her, but he knew he might not have a chance to get there first. However, having his adversary’s faces gave him another way to find the witch. He ordered his men to track the hunters, following them in case they stumbled on the girl before him. Meanwhile, he joined the search, taking the location of their most recent sighting as a starting point.

      That had brought him here. The building was new by his standards, but cheaply constructed with rows of tiny rooms laid out in straight lines. From the uninspired layout, he assumed it was meant to be offices, but the lack of open spaces made it claustrophobic, even in his two-legged form.

      The stair under him creaked ominously under his weight. Rhys shot it a disapproving glance.

      The structure was a recent foreclosure, but he couldn’t tell from the condition. Given the stained and moldy drywall, he’d have expected the building to have been abandoned for multiple decades instead of just one. The shoddy construction had accelerated the rate of disrepair.

      He went from room to room, eliminating possibilities. Many of those cramped spaces were occupied, but one look at his large, muscled form, and even the more reckless vagrants held their ground or hid instead of attacking him.

      Her room was on the second floor. Rhys walked inside and staggered, the concentration of her scent in one place a veritable bombardment to his olfactory sense.

      Except for discarded fast-food wrappers, the room was empty. She had left nothing he could use to pass her scent to the others, but it didn’t matter. Her perfume was burned into his brain now. And Rhys had never lost a target.
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        * * *

      

      Valeria limped up the road, aware the knife wound on her stomach had opened.

      It’s a scratch, she assured herself. Yes, it was long, but it was shallow. If she could get a hold of tape or super glue, she could fix it.

      The trio of witches had ambushed her early this morning, right after she’d exited a convenience store with a day-old donut and a coffee she had microwaved after finding it ice cold.

      Thinking on her feet, she had thrown the hot coffee in the face of the largest witch, elbowing the second one before tripping him. But the third had grabbed her from behind, knocking her head against the outer wall of the store before she could twist away and elbow the assailant in the throat.

      She hadn’t even been aware that the woman had slashed her until she was several blocks away. Valeria had found an out-of-the-way bench in a small park where she had rested most of the day, but sundown had forced her up to find someplace warmer.

      Despite being chilled to the bone, Valeria slowed her steps. Moving too fast kept stretching the cut and would only accelerate the bleeding.

      She walked east, away from the cold winds coming off the Pacific. Maybe she’d find a fast-food place, an old one that didn’t have those keypads on their bathrooms. It would be warm, and she could patch herself up.

      But Valeria hadn’t found a safe haven. The constant prickles up her spine pushed her on until she stumbled with exhaustion, her vision darkening with every step.

      Blinking, she stopped and rested against a dumpster as the world spun
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