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About the Author

The characters and events in this book are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons—living, dead, dragon, goddess avatar, or otherwise—is entirely coincidental. While Brookgreen Gardens does exist and was created by Anna Hyatt Huntington and her husband, if there is a secret, magical, Diana cult she started there which is working out of it for the good of humanity, it’s news to the author, and no such suggestion is being made here. This is purely a work of fiction. Nothing here should be taken as biography.
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For my beloved sister, Armida, who first introduced me to Brookgreen Gardens, my favorite place on earth, which isn’t just anywhere that’s by her side.
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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):

Unearthly Remains

“Things to Do at the British Museum When You’re Dead: An Unearthly Remains Prequel Short Story” 

Protecting the Dead

Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic

(These first four are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 1, along with another prequel short story)

Cursed in White

A Wild Conversion

Children of the Gods

(These second three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 2, along with a between-the-novels short story)

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

(These third three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a behind-the-scenes short story)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

Witches, Werewolves, & Wombats
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Chapter 1

Barksdale
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If there were one, eternal truth about the meetings of The Hunters, it was this. It could be very confusing when there were several hundred women in the room, all named Diana.

Because of this, The Diana Council tended to only go by last names with each other, but—right now—Diana Barksdale would have just about welcomed the three fatal stab wounds, rather than be here.

The “here” definitely wasn’t much of a prize, either, as familiar as she was with it.

The Hunters were currently taking their places in a secret room beneath the Parthenon in Athens. While it was appropriate in being both classical and hidden by divine magic, it had always ticked off Barksdale in a way the other Dianas didn’t seem to get.

Hello! We’re named after the Roman version of the Goddess! Why aren’t we in Italy?

Of course, this probably came down to the fact that Diana Eckholm, the current—and, if Eckholm had her way, eternal—Head Diana, always reminded them that the Dianas had had a bad run-in with the Mussolini government back during World War II, but eighty or so years was a long time to hold a grudge against a government which was, thankfully, long gone.

But this wasn’t the only thing which ticked off Barksdale.

The Parthenon was built as a temple to the goddess Athena. Doesn’t that bug anyone else? Only me?

Preee-dictable.

Of course, Eckholm had never seemed to care, and, so far, they hadn’t been destroyed by Athena for doing Artemis/Diana’s works on her premises. Or, at least, through a magical doorway to a side dimension on her premises, so Barksdale supposed she had to deal with it.

Besides, as the other Dianas took their seats on the white, tiered marble benches which made the room look somewhat like an ancient auditorium, Barksdale knew she was avoiding the real issue. Granted, the room didn’t contain every Diana—there were far too many for that—but the few hundred who were here were representatives of the various subgroups, or had some sort of current business with the Head Diana, or had been requested for some reason.

Her reason was less than pleasant.

I’m about to be put out to pasture. Eckholm is reeeeally going to enjoy this one.

Still, this wasn’t surprising. It had been coming for sometime.

From the first moment they had met, she and Eckholm hadn’t gotten along. Although the statuesque blonde was only a few years older than she was and had risen through the ranks while Barksdale had continued through life as a basic foot soldier, Eckholm had never forgiven her for talking down that minotaur on their first mission rather than letting Eckholm kill him. The whole “protecting nature” side of being a Diana was one she had never quite warmed to.

Eckholm, too, had been clawing her way up the Diana ranks from her very first mission, while Barksdale had continued to be an obedient fighter on the front lines. Since Eckholm had finally joined the High Council 30 years ago—at an unprecedentedly young age—she had had plenty of opportunities to make Barksdale’s life unpleasant.

Sadly, Barksdale suspected that this was another of those moments.

Sitting there on the cold bench in front of the High Council’s long, marble table, with all the higher-ranked Dianas looking down on her and the engravings of the goddess Diana hunting every possible mythological creature from Medusa to a yeti making her feel rather inadequate, Barksdale sighed.

Am I NEVER going to be forgiven for letting one jackelope escape to be found by humans? I simply wanted it to be able to live out its little, behorned bunny life without more human—or, at least, humanish—interference! Besides, that was nearly 40 years ago.

But, as the Diana Council came to order, and the various Dianas from around the world—the new, the experienced, the old, and the really, truly ancient—took their seats on every side of her, Barksdale supposed this was as good an excuse as any for Eckholm to live out her personal dislikes.

Beginning the meeting, Eckholm raised her hands, and the other Dianas quieted. While Barksdale knew not all of them liked their current Head Diana, they still respected her position. It was kind of hard not to and still accept who you were.

“Sisters,” Eckholm said with a quiet smile, her blonde hair shining in the magical lights which seemed bespelled to bring out her beauty.

Watching, Barksdale wondered whether anyone else saw the malice behind the blue eyes. And she really hated that smile.

When she’d been younger, she’d envied Eckholm’s light skin and golden hair, as—in her youth—those features had been highly prized. Now, she merely envied that Eckholm knew the people she came from.

Sadly, Barksdale didn’t even know her real name or birthday. She’d been abandoned at what was estimated as about two-days-old at a hospital and had taken her last name from the nurse who’d apparently discovered her. From her dark hair, light brown skin, and almost-black eyes, everyone—herself included—guessed she was maybe Asian or Polynesian or something of the sort. Others thought she might be Latina. But even if she were right, “Asia” left a lot of territory to cover, as did Polynesia. Mostly, since people couldn’t peg it any more than she could, she tended to get treated, as she thought of it, as “indiscernibly ethnic.”

52 years is a long time not to know who or where you’re from.

And it also left the real fear of why she was here. Now thicker and slower than she had been when younger, she suspected she was being retired.

Of course, as a Diana, she could live forever, unless she rescinded her title or had the three fatal stabs applied to her, but a lot of Dianas gave up the hunt at around her age. While she wouldn’t miss the battles against the wild, bad things out there, the last thing she wanted was to be brought into the Diana Council as everyone’s eternal flunkie.

Sometimes, being a good girl REAAAAAALLY sucks.

“We have brought one of our sisters here to begin her transition out of the field.”

Nailed it!

Internally, Barksdale groaned, as Eckholm pointed at her.

“Sister Barksdale will be brought into the Council and . . .”

Basically, she stopped listening at that point, her fate too dire to contemplate.

Paperwork! Coffee runs! Gah! I’m doomed! I’d rather talk discontented selkies off of cliffs!

Why couldn’t that chupacabra in Guadalajara just have ripped out my throat?

Of course, this wouldn’t have actually killed her, but still . . .

Listening morosely, still seated where everyone could stare at her, Barksdale sulked as the meeting went on around her.

There were the minutes of the Young Dianas meeting (which boiled down to training, Knowing Your Gods classes, and how to deal with “eternal maidenhood”). Then the Retired Dianas report (Council liaison positions, keeping interested wild creatures from invading your home, and the ever-ongoing in-fighting between the eternal maidens and the retired maidens—as the eternals never forgave the ones who went and got married or fell in love). After that, there were updates on various growing threats (a jorogumo spotted laying its eggs in Japan, a group of evil sorcerers trying to use the site of an ancient monument to Artemis as a source of power in rural Greece, a ghost rebellion in South Carolina).

Barksdale sat through all of it in a daze.

“That brings us to one more new piece of business,” Montoya-Herrera—Eckholm’s at least 50 years older second-in-command—intoned.

She was a truly stunning older woman with dark skin, her hair striped with white and dark black, and—Barksdale had thought more than once—should have been Head Diana 35 years or more ago, had Eckholm’s ambition not gotten in the way.

What is it with white people, anyway? Pushy, pushy, pushy.

“The ghost rebellion in South Carolina is brewing into something we can’t ignore. We’ve had reports not only from our sisters Mills and Noriaka . . .”

She nodded to each of these Dianas in the stands respectfully.

“. . . but also from some friends in the Magical Council and Supernatural Oversight.”

Why those particular bodies weren’t doing something about it, Barksdale had no idea.

The witches and the magical police must be slacking.

But that wasn’t her problem. Nothing was going to be anymore, except, “How many sugars would you like with that, Eckholm, ma’am?”

Yuck.

“There’s also a young, orphaned Diana who will need training there.”

Shivering, Barksdale remembered all too well what that had felt like. She’d been dumped into an orphanage from the moment she was released from the hospital she’d been found in till the time she was twelve, when she’d come into the home of a retired Diana, who—as she had said—had “seen what she was” and had trained her and introduced her to the Council.

If this young girl were as screwed up as Barksdale had been at that age, she pitied the Diana who would have to train her.

Kids—gah! Maybe coffee runs aren’t so bad.

“As you know,” Montoya-Herrera went on. “. . . the South Carolina coast has been a spiritually-volatile place for a few hundred years . . .”

Gee, you mean you murder whole nations of the original inhabitants and then enslave tens of thousands of other people and you DON’T get a sunshine-and-daisies atmosphere? How surprising!

She realized then that she was going to make a very bad flunkie, as she had a snark feature which couldn’t be turned off.

Clearly not noticing, Montoya-Herrera continued.

“We aren’t certain what’s making it so bad right now, but we need someone to volunteer to search out the truth and settle the ghosts, train the new Diana, and also liaise with another hunter who’s been sent in by his people to keep the peace.”

For a moment, everyone stared at each other. Even Barksdale started to pay attention again.

After all, aside from who this “other hunter” might be, the Diana Council never asked for volunteers. They gave orders, and the working Dianas fulfilled them. The only time they asked for volunteers was . . .

“Where is this place?” one of the Dianas in the stands wondered, everyone picking up the same fear.

For a moment, those on the Council were silent. Then, Montoya-Herrera spoke.

“It is in the forbidden place. In the Gardens.”

Suddenly, Barksdale was all attention again.

The Gardens? Anna Hyatt Huntington’s Gardens?

“It’s in Brookgreen?” she asked before she realized she had. The expected murmurs at the mention of the unspoken name followed it, even as Montoya-Herrera nodded.

After all, the early-twentieth-century sculptor, Anna Hyatt Huntington, was a legend and a curse among the Dianas. Not only had she given up on eternal maidenhood in marrying late in life, by human terms—which other Dianas did, too, though not without judgment—but she’d also started a new method of being a Diana. Instead of hunting, she’d tended and created a lush garden, filled with statuary, much of it tributes to the goddess Diana herself, and many of the original pieces created by Huntington. And she’d done it all on ground once defiled by plantations and slavery.

Basically, she had turned her back on the hunt and focused instead on nature and the peace that it could bring to others. Occasionally, Dianas still left to follow in her footsteps, their names struck off the Diana Council’s rolls and their deeds purposefully forgotten.

And yet, at the same time, the gardens she had created were sacred to the Dianas, not only for their nature but for the many monuments to the goddess each Diana carried the spirit of. Many a Diana had gone there in secret, drawn to it like a flame.

It was the unspoken treasure of all the Dianas, the dream they wouldn’t let come true.

Montoya-Herrera stared at her gravely for a moment before focusing on the rest of the group.

“There is a small house on the grounds. One Diana must go there, keep the area safe, and train the young Diana. But, in doing so, your name and memory must be forgotten by the Council.”

To put it mildly, there wasn’t exactly a rush to volunteer.

While being a Diana was not an easy job, if you survived, the Council looked after you. From the time you were told what you were, you were part of it, and it was only in the acknowledgment and understanding of your sister Dianas that you were known or remembered. Any friendships outside of it were always passing and secondary. To step permanently away from the only family you’d had from the time you were young was terrifying.

But, despite all this, Barksdale’s mind was spinning.

Okay. I can stay here and be Eckholm’s flunkie and pretty much have my soul sucked dry for the next few hundred years, probably while daily fantasizing about the three fatal stabs. Or I can go to the gardens I’ve always dreamed about and keep them safe.

Either way, I’ll be forgotten, even if I’m in plain sight the first way. But only one way will I not be entirely at the Council’s beck and call.

Before she’d realized it, her hand had shot up.

“I volunteer.”

There were gasps and murmurs, which was a first for anything she’d ever said or done, outside of her mentioning of the unspoken name a few moments ago. Before, she’d always been invisible, simply another Diana.

But, from Eckholm’s slightly-wicked smile, she got the feeling that her decision had not been unanticipated.

“We accept your sacrifice, sister,” Eckholm nodded to her.

For a second, Barksdale wondered what she’d gotten herself into. Then, she held her head up and smiled right back.

Ah, screw it. I like nature. And, if I’m going to go out, it at least won’t be on coffee runs.
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Chapter 2

Barksdale
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If there were one good thing to say about losing all contact with her former life and all of her former identity, it was this.

At least I don’t have to call Eckholm “ma’am” anymore.

It was only a few hours later that Barksdale was poised by a portal which would take her into the gardens. Dressed no longer in her hunting clothes—which were based on Roman legionnaires’ armor—or in her official Diana Council meeting toga, she’d been given what seemed to be a very old pair of jeans and a long-sleeved black t-shirt, along with some very broken-in and comfortable work boots. While the outfit probably did her larger figure no favors, and it felt unbelievably odd to not be in the traditional, rather revealing but movement-friendly, clothes she’d been wearing for the last forty or so years, there was a strange kind of freedom to them, as well.

Wherever these clothes started out—which was probably some thrift shop—they’re mine now. They’re not the Council’s to be handed back on demand or burned on my pyre if I’m killed.

The only thing she still had of her own was a watch she’d been given as a gift about ten years ago. It was partly magical, with dials which could show anything from the current time on whatever continent she stepped onto, to the phase of the moon, to reminders of the next Diana Council meeting. It was gold with a mother-of-pearl inlay, beyond beautiful, and probably quite pricey.

And I’m absolutely not going to think about who gave it to me, because, even if I’m not a Hunter anymore, I’m still a Diana, and I have a job to do. And he’s always on another mission for his mother the queen, anyway.

Ruthlessly pushing the thought of those kind, attractive, gray eyes out of her mind, Barksdale stared into the milky swirl of the portal.

Beside her were Eckholm—who seemed to be there merely to be certain she went for good—Montoya-Herrera, and Noriaka. She’d already had all the ceremonies which would guide her out of the Hunters for life, and Montoya-Herrera was watching her sympathetically, explaining.

“Once through, there will be no way back.”

Still staring at the swirling surface before her, Barksdale nodded, and Montoya-Herrera went on.

“Noriaka will go with you long enough to center the portal, but then you can have no more contact with us, unless it is for services needed for the new Diana you’ll train.”

Barksdale nodded again.

In some ways, she wanted to spring through the portal and run off, giggling insanely, but, since she was also running into the unknown with absolutely no place to return to, it was much too daunting a change for that.

I never even imagined a life post-Hunter that didn’t end with me on a pyre. Now that I’m here, I’m too overwhelmed to know WHAT I’m feeling.

After all, “feeling” wasn’t a big part of being a Diana, unless it was sensing when a monster was close. In some ways, the eternal maidens were the least traditionally feminine bunch you could ever hope to meet.

As she’d been trained for years, feelings were not important. Feelings got you killed.

I wonder if anyone ever taught Eckholm that. Or maybe a sort of low-level vindictiveness is considered perfectly acceptable, anyway.

Taking a deep breath, Barksdale heard Montoya-Herrera ask, “Are you ready, sister?”

And, for a moment, she wanted to cry.

I’ll never be called that by any of the Dianas again. I’ve agreed to leave home and be forgotten.

And, while the thought put a huge lump in her throat, she also knew this was what she wanted—craved, even.

With one more deep breath, and holding onto the watch without realizing it, she nodded.

“I’m ready.”

And she took a step forward into the unknown.

She’d almost forgotten that Noriaka was coming with her. Still in the traditional hunting garb of the Dianas, her companion watched her worriedly. She was an extremely pretty, very young Japanese woman, who’d only been a full Hunter for about two years. Although she didn’t say anything, she took hold of Barksdale’s arm, as they stepped through the swirling magic for only a moment, before, with another step, they arrived in what seemed another world.

Of course, it was actually a car park, with some low one-story buildings and covered walkways beyond it. But it was prettier than that suggested, as soaring oak trees dripping with Spanish moss and pink, flowering crepe myrtle trees were everywhere.

Still, as Noriaka led her further along, Barksdale was so flooded by sensations flowing up from the earth that she could barely remain standing. Making it shakily to the covered walkway, she leaned against a post and tried to remember to breathe.

So much here. Too much. Evil and beauty. Redemption and hate.

She swayed.

I don’t know where to start.

While Noriaka looked at her worriedly, she let her go.

“Sorry. I know it must be overwhelming, but I have to go back. Eckholm said . . .”

At that moment, Barksdale decided that she’d be happier never hearing any other statement begin like that ever again. Eckholm had commanded far too much of her life.

“It’s fine,” she assured her, as an older white gentleman came closer and then looked at Noriaka. What he saw her legionnaire hunting outfit as, she’d never know, but mortals were good at ignoring magic—and the Dianas used confusion magic in spades.

“Ma’am?” he addressed her, with a light Southern accent, and then refocused on Noriaka. “Is your mother all right? Should I call 911?”

Despite herself and the bombardment of sensations this place gave her, Barksdale had to repress a laugh.

Of course he sees us as mother and daughter. 50-something-year-old “maiden” isn’t what anyone’s good at accepting.

Still, as Noriaka was assuring him that Barksdale was fine, another older woman came up to them.

“It’s okay, sir. I’ll look after her,” she promised, and the older gentleman, seeming concerned, agreed but looked back worriedly, as he stepped away.

This newcomer was also white, with gray hair worn in an odd, old ladyish style with lots of little curls and a complicated bun. She’d stepped away from a podium which had the word “Information” on it and seemed to be easily moveable from place to place, as needed. Her eyes were a stunning blue, and her smile was kindly. And, given the glow Barksdale had learned to recognize many years ago, she was also a Diana—or possibly a retired one.

“Sister,” the woman said quietly, as Noriaka gave her a worried look and turned away.

Entirely focused on this new woman, Barksdale let the girl leave without noticing, but she felt the tears rising.

“I still have sisters?” she asked, without meaning to.

Putting her arm around Barksdale, the newcomer told a young woman selling tickets to various swamp boat and plantation site tours that she was taking lunch and then led Barksdale along.

“You have an entire new world of them,” the woman assured her quietly, patting her shoulder. “You simply have to get to know us.”

And that was when Barksdale realized that she would have a whole new life here among the renegade Dianas—and there wouldn’t be a single Eckholm in sight to destroy it.
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Chapter 3

Barksdale
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That afternoon proved to be exhausting but incredibly instructive. As she was first treated to a truly delicious lunch on the patio of the garden’s restaurant and then led around the gardens themselves, Barksdale was both overwhelmed and grateful.

Her new guide, who said her name was Hyacinth—apparently, all the renegade Dianas took on flower or nature names—thoroughly sympathized with the cascade of emotion which was still threatening to put Barksdale on her knees.

As they walked around a large field and up to statues of the literary figures Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, which Hyacinth had just finished telling her about, the renegade Diana smiled at her.

“It’s pretty normal, actually. This land still holds the scars of the plantation system on it, which can be overwhelming to anyone who can sense nature. Then, over that, you have the century or so of Anna’s presence in the garden, and the devotion and care and sense of the goddess she wove through everything.”

Although Barksdale wouldn’t have been able to put it into words, she nodded.

“It’s kind of a sense of this horrible, unhealed evil crashing into Elysium.”

Hyacinth laughed.

“That’s a very good way of describing it, yes, especially lately.”

Staring at Hyacinth, as they stopped near the statue of poor, worn out Don Quixote—who seemed about ready to fall off his nearly-skeletal horse in an exhausted heap—and bored Sancho Panza, who seemed to be saying, “Get on with it, you crazy old man,” Barksdale worried over what the woman meant. After all, whatever dangers this place might hold, they were part of why she was here.

“What’s been happening exactly?”

Worriedly, Hyacinth looked at her.

“They didn’t tell you?”

But, a moment later, she rolled her eyes, staring back to the tired man who tilted at windmills.

“No, they wouldn’t. The High Council is very good at keeping the rank-and-file in the dark.”

Although she agreed with this sentiment wholeheartedly, Barksdale also felt like she should defend them. After all, she’d been doing so her entire life.

But she didn’t, finally realizing something.

I’ve defended them either to myself or others only because I had to. When someone rules you, heart and soul, and you have no way to rebel even a little, questioning is dangerous.

And it’s always easier to believe that there’s some purpose to what you’re doing, rather than face the knowledge that you’re merely a replaceable pawn.

And maybe, in some ways, there had been reasons for it all. She’d certainly seen the end to enough monsters who would have done terrible damage to innocents. But with Eckholm in charge, what else might the High Council get up to which wouldn’t be so necessary? How would she or any of the other rank-and-file Dianas ever know?

Sympathizing with poor Don Quixote, Barksdale followed, as Hyacinth explained.

“I’ve been here for fifty or more years now, although every fifteen years or so, I change my name, my hairstyle, and how I look and fit in with the new group of volunteers.”

Barksdale supposed that made sense. Hyacinth appeared to be in maybe her sixties to seventies, in normal human terms—although far more spry than many a mortal would be at that age. At a certain point, ordinary humans would start to get suspicious at her longevity.

“For many years,” Hyacinth went on. “. . . the history which pre-dates the Founder was still here, but it wasn’t so heavy.”

They wandered past a lovely lake and a few nudes perched on empty squares, which Barksdale didn’t get at all.

Sometimes, men have a lot to answer for. Or maybe art is just subjective.

Then there was a statue of a dog staring confusedly at some sort of bug, which was rather cute.

Barksdale tried to pay attention to the conversation, as much as part of her wanted to throw off all her clothes and run around the gardens going, “Whee!” After all, the spirit of the goddess was strong here, and—even with the more frightening overtones—it was hard not to feel giddy with it.

But, aside from the many other problems with doing so, no one wants to see a fat old lady naked.

Obviously missing these mental asides, Hyacinth went on.

“But in the last ten years or so, the past seems to nearly be rising from the grave.”

Sadly brought back to reality, Barksdale knew what she meant.

Nazis were even a thing again. It was hard to get more creepy a past than that.

“The land is sensitive to what’s happening in the world,” Hyacinth explained, which Barksdale understood. “And once the land starts to feel it, the spirits do, too.”

Nodding, Barksdale agreed, staring at the ground, as they turned a corner of the garden.

“So the spirits of the enslaved are rising up again,” she guessed.

“And reaching out, all too often,” Hyacinth agreed. “It’s not like you can blame them, but . . .”

Still staring at her feet, Barksdale sighed, picking up the thought.

“But ghosts with grudges aren’t good to have around, whatever their reasons.”

When she looked up, she suddenly took in her surroundings again. Once she did, she nearly collapsed.

There before her was the goddess, her bow and arrow aimed at the sky, her hunting dog at her heels. Placed in the middle of a small pond filled with pink and purple water lotuses, with an occasional turtle popping up its head to look around and against a backdrop of immense oak trees dripping with Spanish moss, the goddess was so beautiful that Barksdale started to cry.

“There, now,” her companion patted her arm softly.

Hyacinth had to lead her over to a bench to recuperate, all while Barksdale stared at the statue of Diana of the Chase in her perfect, calm pond and choked back sobs.

“The goddess is always with us,” Hyacinth assured her.

But it was partly this which made Barksdale weep.

IS she still with me? Haven’t I given up all rights to her by leaving the Hunters? Haven’t I turned my back on the hunt?

Unfortunately, this was a question she had no answer to. She’d been raised that a Diana could only be a Hunter. Even though Hyacinth and the renegade Dianas seemed to represent another way, Barksdale had no idea if it was right.

And she also had no idea what she was doing here.

When she’d volunteered . . .

Was that only a few hours ago?

. . . she’d mostly been running from a future she didn’t want, but she hadn’t fully thought into what she would do or be now.

Am I one of the renegades merely by being here? Am I part of no group, even with Hyacinth’s welcome?

And how do I support myself? Apparently, there’s some house I live in, but food? Money? Do I get a job while I train the new Diana?

And why on earth didn’t I think to ask about any of this back at the Council?

While she did manage to stop crying eventually and was led through some of the rest of the gardens, it was mostly in a daze. Although she felt the spirit of the goddess at each of her many statues—there was even a golden one to her brother, Apollo—they couldn’t answer her questions.

Later, she would realize that only a few parts of her tour had stuck with her, along with the general beauty of the place. One was the vista near the end of the gardens which looked down into an area without statues and which said nowhere that these were the old rice fields, where the spirits of the angry dead mobbed, held back only marginally by the will of the goddess—but anyone with a sense for nature could feel them there. The other was the statue of Anna—the founding spirit of the renegade Dianas—and her husband, Archer, called The Visionaries.

It was a sweet, reverent statue of an older couple in love. It was everything Barksdale had been raised to believe that a Diana could never be. And it was entirely and utterly beautiful.

Again, Barksdale found herself weeping, as Hyacinth consoled her.

“There, there, now.”

Her arm around her, she patted Barksdale’s arm soothingly.

“It’s a lot to take in, but I’m sure you’ll adjust soon.”

Barksdale wasn’t so sure. And, as much as she wanted to hold it back, one thought snuck through.

I wish Harrison were here with me.

But, as soon as she thought it, she clamped down that portion of her brain. Perhaps she had accepted his gift of the watch, but she was still a Diana . . . if a rather lost one. She did not need a man to make her decisions for her.

Not that he ever tried to, something internal reminded her, but she hushed it.

Thankfully, at that point, Hyacinth led her out of the main part of the sculpture gardens, where the beauty and the terrible past and the lingering sense of the goddess were overwhelming, and into a golf cart-looking thing with the gardens’ logo on the side.

“Let me show you your new home. It’s a lot for an acolyte to take in the first day.”

But I have no home. I gave that up this morning.

Or whenever that had been back in Greece.

Hyacinth went on.

“The other representative is already there and waiting for you. He’ll explain what he knows, as well.”

When she didn’t say anything, barely listening, Hyacinth went on.

“He’ll even help you out with the new Diana, if you’d like some assistance with the training.”

Suddenly, this brought her back, Barksdale’s eyes wide.

Holy Diana! I’m supposed to be raising some kid!

For a moment, as they rolled past trees and ponds, Barksdale saw none of it.

Was I nuts to say yes to this? Was Eckholm using magic to mind-whammy me?

Not having any answers, she rode through the gardens with the beginning of the October chill against her cheeks and the salty air of the nearby ocean ruffling her hair, which had come out of its leather-braided ponytail more than it ever had before.

Possibly as a sign that the goddess has deserted me.

Eventually, they whirled around various access roads and ended up at a very small cottage with a sign which said “Private.” Hyacinth pulled up in front and turned off the cart.

“Home sweet home,” she smiled, getting out and looking back at her.

When Barksdale didn’t follow, she laughed.

“Oh, don’t look like that. The representative the dragons sent seems very nice. I’m sure he’ll be quite gentlemanly to live with.”

Suddenly, Barksdale’s eyebrows rose.

Wait! I’m living with a man? And a dragon at that?

Granted, she knew one dragon she had to keep herself from wanting to spend time with, but the rest could be a little . . . fiery. And if he were someone the dragons had sent to investigate . . .

For whatever reasons. I mean, seriously, what does anything here have to do with dragons?

. . . then he would probably be formidable and even more touchy.

And he and I will be living together with a young, untrained Diana? Was I completely nuts to take this on?

Still, Hyacinth was waiting patiently, and it wasn’t like there was any other home to run away to now, so, taking a deep breath, Barksdale got out of the cart and followed her, as Hyacinth opened the door with a key.

“Yoo-hoo! Mr. Dragon Representative!” Hyacinth called out. “I’ve brought the Diana to meet with you!”

Thankfully, there wasn’t the sound of wings.

Unfortunately, there was a very attractive white man with brown hair and kind, gray eyes, who came out of one of the other rooms to smile at her.

“Hello, Diana. It’s nice to see you again.”

Although frozen, Barksdale groaned internally.

Of all the cottages in all the half-enchanted/half-cursed gardens in all the world, he has to fly into mine.

As always, he didn’t look over maybe 25. For a dragon, though, he could be 100—or older. She’d never gotten as far as inquiring.

Now that I’m in my 50s, I certainly look old enough to be his grandmother.

That she found everything about him compelling didn’t help her situation. Having grown up in a combination of Hong Kong and the Czech Republic, he had an accent which was difficult to pin down but quite appealingly cosmopolitan.

Sighing, her fingers half-consciously rubbed over her watch, and she had to try to force her voice to work.

“Hi, Harrison,” she sighed.

No matter how overwhelming this day got, it seemed the bar could always go higher.
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Chapter 4

Harrison

[image: ]


For Harrison David, seeing Diana Barksdale again was like flying up to a perfect, clean pool of sparkling water after an endless mission and flight. Whether he was fighting beside her or against her, she was always beautiful to watch—and her mind shone like a diamond among all those around her, both mundane and extranormal.

“Oh. You two know each other?” the Nature Diana, Hyacinth, asked, looking them both over curiously.

Smiling at her gently, he tried not to bespell her too strongly with his voice, which was very hard for a full dragon with anyone who wasn’t. Thankfully, his witchy cousin had given him a spell to help suppress the effect, so, trusting to it, he answered.

“Diana and I have met several times before.”

Following his constant desires, he stared back to her happily.

“I met her first when she had a spear to my throat.”

And, if there were any way to charm a male dragon, that was probably it.

Despite the legends, dragons did not go for weak damsels in distress. They liked strength far beyond the body, strength which went down to soul and bone.

In many ways, Diana Barksdale was the strongest woman he’d ever met, much stronger than most of her sister Dianas. He just hadn’t yet convinced her that she should have the strength to not only help others but to live for herself, too.

Looking aggrieved, Diana refocused on Hyacinth, clearly ready to explain the spear.

“There were reports of murders nearby which may have been done by dragons. They were being framed, but I didn’t know that at the time.”

To Harrison, though, this needed no justification. Diana had merely managed to tiptoe in to where he was secretly sleeping in his dragon form, and—rather than attempt to kill him without question—had woken him to get the whole story. She was the one non-dragon whom his voice couldn’t control, even without spells to tamp down its influence.

And that one moment had sealed it. He’d been dreaming of middle-aged, ethnically-ambiguous women in Roman legionnaires’ outfits ever since.

Giggling slightly, Hyacinth clearly picked up on the heat the two of them put out, which showed that she was no fool. Her eyes sparkled, and Harrison liked her all the more.

Say what you will. Older women are so much more THEMSELVES.

Even when they were having an identity crisis as Diana clearly was by coming here, it was still true. She was a woman who needed a partner, not a guide.

And now I need to take this truly odd opportunity to prove it to her.

Clearing her throat slightly, Hyacinth started to turn away, putting the key to the cottage in Diana’s hand, and Harrison’s heart sang to see that she had on the watch. After all, as a Diana, if she hadn’t liked him at least a little, she would have dumped it as unnecessary baggage, however
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