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Chapter One

Everyone froze at the sound
of a loud thump that rebounded down the hallway. As everyone turned
toward the dragon, the laughter fell from each face— human,
shifter, and fae alike. “What did you do to Ruby’s room, Percy? Is
this some prank to get back at her for telling on you? Did you set
up some supernatural booby trap?” Kat stared daggers at him.

The dragon laid a hand over his chest as he
looked around at each person in turn. “Me? I didn’t do anything to
Ruby’s room. All I did was put a lock on her door, like the one she
had at our old place. Besides, I didn’t know she would tell Shane I
was wearing her panties.”

Shane growled and the fae’s mohawk turned
bright red. Michael listened for any other sounds coming from the
young girl’s room before turning his attention back to the dragon.
“You’re sure that you didn’t set up some joke in her room? Messing
with her mind is the last thing you want to be doing right now with
the mood she’s in.”

Percy stamped his foot and crossed his arms
across his chest. “I resent that. How could you think that I would
play any kind of mean trick on my best friend? I would never—”

He stopped talking as everyone in the house
felt the dark magic roil down the hall and wash over them. As one,
they hurried down the hallway and stopped outside the bedroom door.
No one wanted to be the first to bother the volatile young woman in
the mood she was in, but they couldn’t stand idly by either after
the powerful magic bath they all took.

Shane glanced around at the others gathered
in the hall. “Well, we can’t just stand here all night. If Ruby Red
was the one playing with magic, she needs our help— especially if
something went wrong.” She tried the door and found it locked. She
slammed her fist against the wood. “Ruby Red, open this door right
now.”

The only answer was a deathly quiet behind
the door. Kat looked down at the dragon, a flicker of a smile
pulling at her mouth. “You did have an extra key made when you put
the lock on Ruby’s door, didn’t you, Percy? Just in case of an
emergency, right?”

The dragon’s eyes went to the floor, and he
shuffled his feet. “That wouldn’t be right, shifter. If I did that,
Ruby would be mad at me. She’d be thinking that I could get into
her room after she had locked it. I would never betray her trust in
me like that.”

Michael let out a growl that even a wolf
shifter would have been proud of. His eyes drilled into the dragon.
“Percy, this is no time to play games. Ruby could be seriously
hurt. Even I felt that wave of magic from her room. We all know
something wicked happened. We all know you have a key. Cough it
up.”

Percy snapped his fingers. A tiny golden key
popped into his hands. He hesitated for a second before handing it
over to the human. “Please don’t tell her I had this made. I just
wanted it for emergencies. You know, right? Like in case she was
hurt or something. It had nothing to do with getting into her room
for any other reason.”

Swearing under her breath, Shane grabbed the
key out of Michael’s hand and inserted it into the lock. “Yeah,
right. For emergencies. I’m sure we all believe you. After this is
over, we are going to have a long talk about personal space and
other people’s belongings.” Percy sunk even further into
himself.

Kat elbowed Shane and shook her head. She
quietly mouthed, “Save it for later. Get that door open.”

Shane gave one last angry look at the
downtrodden dragon before opening the door. All of them crowded
into the young woman’s dark room. “Someone hit the lights,” Michael
said.

Shane turned on the overhead light. The
brightness of the bulb chased away the shadows. The room was empty.
The dragon headed to another door set in the wall. “Maybe she’s in
the bathroom? Maybe she just didn’t hear us?” He peeked into the
smaller room and looked around at the others. Tears welled up in
his eyes but didn’t fall. “She’s… she’s not here. What could have
happened to her? What could have caused that magic we felt?”

Kat sniffed the air. “I smell remnants of
black magic. It’s like nothing I’ve come across. I just can’t tell
what kind, but it stinks. Putrid, like brimstone and something
else.” Her nose wrinkled. “Almost like something from the grave,”
she swallowed, “and it has a bitter metallic taste too.”

Shane’s nose crinkled as her eyes went dark.
“The magic you smell? That’s a strange mix of fae and something
else. I’m not sure. Maybe witch magic? But I don’t have any idea
who would have that kind of mix.”

Percy moaned. “I do.” All eyes turned toward
the dragon. He moved slowly over to the bed. Sitting, he buried his
face in his hands.”

Michael huffed in annoyance. “Well, don’t
keep us in suspense. Who would have that kind of magic, dragon?
What kind of creature would be a mix of fae and witch?”

Percy stopped shaking his head and looked up
at the others. “Ruby’s sister is half fae and half witch.”

Shane shook her head; the dragon must have
finally lost what little sense he had. “No, that isn’t right,
Percy. I remember rumors of Ruby Red’s mother having a child with a
human… oh, damn….”

The dragon’s smile was sickly. “Yes. Well,
those rumors were true. That human was a witch— a powerful dark
witch. That is just before he lost his mind. In fact, it took
almost all the power of Ruby’s grandmother to kill him. It was
close for a while there. But she won and erased the memory from her
daughter’s mind. To this day, Ruby’s grandmother carries a scar
from that fight.”

The fae grunted. “I always wondered where
that old battle-ax got disfigured. Nobody, including me, has ever
had the balls to talk about it before.”

Michael winced. Kat lightly socked the fae
in the arm as the light in the room dimmed for a second and then
went bright. “Uh, Shane? Maybe we should watch what we say about
certain people. From what I understand, she does seem to have ears
all over the place and a long reach when someone pisses her
off.”

She shook herself as the light came back on
full force. “Sorry about that, Michael. I guess I’m just so used to
her ignoring a lower fae like me that she wouldn’t care what I said
about her.”

“Oh, she cares what anyone says about her,
Shane. The better question is whether or not she thinks it’s worth
her time to strike out at them. With you being tied so close to
Ruby… well, you’re probably drawing more of her attention to
yourself nowadays.”

Michael could see this idea tumble through
the fae’s mind as she and the shifter exchanged glances. He was
happy that the two of them were together and seemed to be growing
closer each day. But they needed to know Ruby wasn’t the only one
in danger. Ruby’s grandmother was a spiteful creature. Anyone that
hung around the young woman could become a target for the fae
queen.

He put the thoughts of the shifter and fae
aside as he turned his attention back to the problem at hand— the
missing girl taken by magic. “Since we seem to be sensing magic
from Ruby’s sister, do we think her grandmother has her? And if so,
how do we go about getting her back?”

Percy sat on the edge of the bed, lost in
his own thoughts. His eyes wide, he stared unseeing at the wall. He
shook his head as though to clear it of the cobwebs tangling his
brain, trapping his thoughts. “What? I… well…”

Michael clapped a hand on the dragon’s
shoulder and shook him to pull him out of his funk. “Come on,
Percy. Snap out of it. Ruby is counting on you to save her from her
grandmother. You need to come up with a better answer than ‘I…
well…’”

The dragon’s face flushed. He hopped off the
bed and snapped his fingers. An old chewed-up cigar popped into his
hands. He clamped it firmly in the corner of his mouth and stared
around at the small group in the room. “Just give me a sec, will
you? This is more complicated than you know.”

The room, already quiet, went silent. The
dragon paced in front of the bed as a small cloud of smoke hung
above his head. The haze followed him from one side of the room to
the other. Kat coughed. Percy stopped in his tracks and eyed the
shifter. “What?”

She waved a hand in the air as the cloud
settled around him. “You do know that damn stink weed isn’t good
for you or us for that matter. Right? Not to mention what Ruby is
going to say when we get her back, and her room smells like an old
ashtray.”

Percy took the cigar from his lips and
looked down at it as though wondering where it had come from. He
flicked his wrist and it disappeared. The smoke above his head
vanished when he twirled his hand around his head. “There. Better?
Now, can we concentrate on important matters? Like finding one lost
girl?”

“Yes, much better. So, have you come up with
an idea? Do you know how to get Ruby back? Or even how to find her?
Or is her sister working under the control of her grandmother?”

Percy sighed as he looked at each one in
turn. “I don’t know if we can get her back, but…” He held up a hand
as the others started to protest. “But I think we’re getting ahead
of ourselves. The first thing we need to do is find out where she
is before we even try to think about how to get her back. And yes,
I can do that at least.”

“Okay, dragon. So how do we figure out where
she is?” Michael said.

“That’s the easy part, actually.”

It was quiet in the room until Shane took a
step toward the dragon with clenched fists and flames in her eyes,
her hair red as fire. “If it’s so easy, why are you just standing
there? What are you waiting for? What do you need to do? Get
busy.”

Percy took a step back and almost tripped
over the blanket hanging off the bed. “Oh right. Wait. Just hang on
a second. I need to get something.” The dragon snapped his fingers,
and a small purple bag appeared in front of him. It didn’t look big
enough to hold much of anything. Mumbling to himself, he opened the
sack and started to search through it. “No. That’s not it. What?
How did this get in here? Oh, so that’s where that went. Now,
where…”

Michael shook his head at the other two as
they watched the dragon toss several unidentifiable things from the
bag onto the floor. “Time is wasting away while you’re doing your
spring cleaning. How about you get what you need to find Ruby?”

Head down and busily rummaging through the
bag, Percy ignored him. “Here it is,” he said as he held up a small
glass ball. Bright colors eddied deep within its center.

Shane and Michael backed up; Kat leaned in
closer. “Pretty. What is it? What does it do?”

Shane pulled the cat shifter back a few
steps. “We don’t know what that is. Who knows what Percy has in
that bag? For all we know, it could explode.”

“It’s not dangerous. It’s just a seeker
ball. Man, do you think everything I do or have is dangerous,
fae?”

Kat’s eyes went wide as the colors changed,
and she fought against the fae’s hold on her arm. Shane cocked an
eyebrow at the dragon. Awestruck, the shifter whispered, “The
colors are… well… are mesmerizing. How does it work?”

“Simple. I just hold it up like this and
look into it, and I’ll just see where Ruby’s grandmother is keeping
her. Easy peasy.”

The dragon held the ball close to his face
and stared into its depths. The ball changed from the multiple
swirling colors to pitch black. He dropped the ball as though it
were on fire. It belched a small cloud of smoke, and an acrid smell
of burnt tar hung in the air. He looked at the others and then back
at the ball as it melted into a puddle of slag.

Everyone’s eyes shifted from the puddle to
the dragon as he turned a sickly light purple. “I don’t think
Ruby’s grandmother has her. She doesn’t have that kind of
power.”

“If it’s not her grandmother or her sister,
who would have her? What would cause that to happen?” Michael said
as he pointed to the slag and the dark smoke still rising from
it.

Percy’s eyebrows met in the center of his
forehead as he rubbed at his chin, brooding. “I’ve seen every kind
of magic that Ruby’s grandmother has used before. All I can tell
you is that this isn’t hers. I don’t think she is the one who has
Ruby.” His eyes bleak, he stared at the floor. “I have no idea
where she is or how to find her.”


Chapter Two

Matt walked through the
darkness. Cold, driving rain beat against his body. His shoulders
hunched in his thin jacket as his mind wandered over the last two
weeks. The rain was a perfect accompaniment for the emptiness that
left his mind, body, and soul feeling hollow, like an open
wound.

The first couple of days after he had left
the strange girl, he had fought against her magical pull. By some
strange twist of fate, she was linked to him as his mate. Yet,
there was the problem of her killing his older brother. Sure, she
said it was self-defense. And, if he was honest with himself,
deep-down, Matt believed her story.

Now he was just weary of fighting the pull.
His soul felt barren. A void in his being. A void that seemed even
harder to handle than the pull from his supposed mate.

He wavered on the rain-drenched sidewalk
staring at the empty streets as a dim red light down the block
caught his eye. The restaurant, the ‘E’ flickering off and on,
reminded him that it had been nearly a day since his last meal. For
a shifter, a day could seem like an eternity. He started to turn
away from the dreary warmth when his stomach growled out its
protest.

As though of their own accord, his feet
shuffled toward the eatery. A low chuckle followed as his words
flew out into the night, and he rubbed his belly. “Might as well
get something now before I blow this town. No sense in leaving on
an empty stomach.”

Reaching the narrow doorway, he paused as he
took in the scene inside through the fogged windows. Three smaller
tables were pulled together in the middle of the floor as six bulky
men sat around them. Dirty plates were piled around the surface
alongside a dozen pitchers and empty glasses.

Matt faltered once more, his hands inches
away from the door, when a young woman in a waitress uniform came
around the counter carrying four full pitchers of beer toward the
group. As she lined the drinks up, the man at the head of the table
grabbed her and pulled her into his lap.

He pawed at her as the others brayed and
made crude comments. Crude comments that carried through the door
and windows to be heard outside even through the unrelenting rain
that beat down on him. The young woman fought a brave battle she
was destined to lose. Without a thought, Matt pushed through the
door and into the restaurant. The bell above him jingled, ringing
down a sudden silence within as all eyes turned to him.

The smell of overripe wolf assaulted his
nose. Matt let the door swing closed behind him. His nose told him
that these were Seattle wolves. Creatures he had seen before
hanging with his brother when he had been an enforcer with that
pack. The shifter holding the young woman pushed her off his lap,
and she hit the floor with a huff.

She scrambled to her feet and escaped,
managing to put the counter between her and the table of ruffians.
Matt shuffled over to a seat by the counter. He grabbed hold of the
back of the chair and started to sit down when a low growl from the
hulking shifter stopped him. “Hey, pup, this is a private party. Go
find someplace else to eat.”

Matt stared at the floor. His vicious smile
was hidden by the wet hair that hung in his face. “I’m hungry. I
heard that this was the best place in town to grab a meal. So, I
think I’ll have my dinner here.” Even the waitress looked over at
Matt in disbelief.

The big shifter stood as his friends pushed
their chairs away from the table. “I could care less if you’re
starving, puppy. If you think this place is the best, you’re crazy.
Besides, I told you this is our place, and it’s a private party. So
how about you tuck tail, and you crawl back into whatever hole you
dragged yourself out of.” This brought another round of laughter
from the group.

Matt looked up at the shifter, his green
eyes tinged with gold around the edge. His voice went low, and his
hand crept toward the nearest silverware. “This isn’t your place,
Jenkins. You don’t belong in this city. I’m not part of your pack.
You can’t order me around like your mongrels here.”

The wolves sitting around the table looked
between their leader and the younger shifter as the big man rubbed
his chin. Jenkins wanted nothing more than to walk across the room
and smash this young kid to the floor, but the pup knew his name.
And that attitude? It wasn’t often he was caught off guard, but he
was now.

Plus, there was something else. Something
familiar about this one. Jenkins’s mind screamed a warning as the
young shifter sat down at the counter and motioned to the waitress
with the empty cup in his hand. No one was this confident when
outnumbered six to one without a good reason.

The young woman grabbed the coffee pot and
slowly moved over to Matt, all the while keeping a wary eye on the
shifters at the table. “Leave the pot, please, ma’am,” Matt said
quietly after she had filled his cup.

The waitress put the pot down on the counter
before she disappeared into the kitchen. Matt took a sip of the
burned and bitter brew. Obviously, way past its expiration date.
Damn, how hard was it to make a good cup of coffee? He slid the cup
back onto the counter.

One of the other shifters started to get up
from his chair when his leader threw an angry look his way. He
hesitated though he whined, “But Jenkins…”

“Shut up. I’ll take care of this problem.”
The shifter sat as a low growl slipped from some of the others.
Jenkins slammed his fist down on the table. “I… said… I… would…
take… care… of… it,” he said, very deliberately. The half-hearted
mutiny died as the lower wolves at the table dropped their eyes
from their leader’s.

Matt’s snicker brought another round of
growls from the group. Jenkins’s narrowed eyes swung around the
table before locking on the young man. “You seem pretty brave for a
pup. I know you from somewhere? I can’t place where that would be,
though. You know, since you seem to know me.”

Matt straightened his shoulders as he coolly
pulled a menu from between a couple napkin holders. “You and your
crew used to run with friends of my brother.”

“And who is this brother of yours? Some
half-breed mongrel hiding in the shadows?” Jenkins’s jab brought
another round of chuckles from the others.

“My brother was Jason. You knew him as one
of Marcus’s top enforcers.”

The group at the table exchanged nervous
glances. Jason and his reputation were very well known. A ruthless
killer that never showed an iota of mercy when on a hunt. The worry
in Jenkins’s eyes cleared as he smiled at the young shifter. “What
does it matter? Jason and Marcus are both dead. Guess neither one
of them had been as tough as their rep since a mere girl killed
them.”

Matt spun around in his chair and leaned
back on the counter. “That wasn’t any girl that killed them. She is
the alpha of Seattle. Your alpha, from my understanding.”

There was quiet laughter as Jenkins moved
around the table and walked over to stand before Matt. “You’re out
of touch, puppy. The ‘alpha’ bitch hasn’t been seen in two weeks.
In fact, rumor is Seattle to the Canadian border is a free-for-all
zone, according to the Shifter Council. All for the taking, as long
as you have the guts and the strength to hold it. Leaving this area
for the toughest of us. My boys and I have decided that we will
stake out Bellingham as our own private hunting reserve. Sort of
our own playground, if you know what I mean?”

Matt’s mind only heard half of what the
shifter was spewing as his thoughts focused on one thing. Ruby Red
was missing? Was that why the overwhelming feeling of emptiness
wracked his body?

She wasn’t dead. He was sure of that. If she
was dead, the empty feeling would be entirely different. No, it was
as though something was hiding her from his senses. He let himself
go. Yes, there she was. He felt a tiny spark of her being as though
from far away.

He snapped out of his dark thoughts as
Jenkins shoved him in the shoulder. The spark fled deep within
again. His attention was once more fixed on the other wolves in the
room. “What?”

The big shifter
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