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ABOUT TARAKONA

Welcome back to the fantastical, fast-paced world of Tarakona! The Dragons of Tarakona is a light and adventurous paranormal romance series by authors Jody Wallace and DB Sieders set in both the unique world of Tarakona as well as the shared world of Magic, New Mexico, fronted by author SE Smith. In this second box set you’ll find a dragon who didn’t know she was a dragon, a hero who didn’t know he was a hero, a genius dragon inventor, a surly sexy wizard, two former best friends competing to win a dragon race, a grouchy blue dragon who doesn’t want to be in charge, and a mysterious wizard who has to pretend she’s a human. 

The Dragons of Tarakona series stands on its own, but each book does lead into the next, with recurring characters, settings, shenanigans, and happily ever afters. You can find out more about the Dragons of Tarakona series at www.dragonsoftarakona.com.. The current full series list is:

Silver Bound (Jody Wallace)

Silver Unleased (DB Sieders) 

Red at Night (Jody Wallace

Red in the Morning (DB Sieders)
Gold Rush (Jody Wallace)
Gold Fever (DB Sieders)
Blue Streak (DB Sieders)

Blue Guard (Jody Wallace)
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Pearl of Wisdom (Coming soon)
Dragon with a Pearl Earring (Coming Soon)
Dragons of Tarakona Box Set 1
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Author Jody Wallace has a website at http://www.jodywallace.com  

Newsletter: https://www.jodywallace.com/newsletter/  

Author DB Sieders has a website at http://www.dbsieders.com 
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About the Book:

SHE DIDN’T KNOW SHE was a dragon. He didn’t know he was a hero.

Oksana Popov, scientist, has no reason to believe in magic until she finds a portal to another world near the mysterious town of Magic, New Mexico. Even then she’s inclined to believe it’s military until she meets rascally wizard Wade Insbrook, who helps her through her transformation into an actual gold dragon. But when she tries to return to Earth and confront her parents about her heritage, Wade uses all the tricks in his very tricky book to stop her. Because gold dragons who don’t have a particular wizard to drain their power blow up. Literally.

And while Wade might appeal to Oksana’s baser instincts, he’s just not the right kind of wizard. Originally from Earth, he’s been hiding on Tarakona because of a deal gone bad with a demon. While things heat up between Wade and Oksana, her trip through the portal has alerted the demon, and soon the demon has discovered Wade at last.

A harrowing escape finds Wade and Oksana on Earth, racing to destroy a seemingly indestructible object before the demon uses it to raise hell. Their budding attraction won’t be the only thing that can’t survive the demon apocalypse.

Tropes: This fish out of water romance contains elements of romantic suspense and adventure, opposites attract, and the secret society trope.

Note: The Gold books are preceded by Silver Bound by Jody Wallace, Silver Unleashed by DB Sieders, Red at Night by Jody Wallace, and Red in the Morning by DB Sieders, but all Dragons of Tarakona books should stand alone. They are a sub-series in the Magic, New Mexico world.
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TO AJ FOR THE SCIENCE, to Cathy for the making shit up, to Limecello for the clasped hands, and as always to Dana for the making even MORE shit up, and the science, and the humoring of my unbearable sketchiness of being while in drafting mode.
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IMAGINE THE WORLDS of Magic, New Mexico... A series that brings together outstanding paranormal and science fiction authors to expand a town where witches, aliens, vampires, werewolves, goblins, sorceresses, pirates, time travelers, and paranormal live in harmony - when they aren’t joining forces to defeat the bad guys. A magical town where being abnormal is the norm!

I’m S.E. Smith, the creator of Magic, New Mexico and I invite you to curl up with each book now and discover all the action, the magic, and the love that makes Magic, New Mexico the ultimate go-to series for Paranormal / Science Fiction Romance readers.

For all the stories, go to MagicNewMexico.com/books/. Grab your copy today!
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Oksana Popov set the binoculars to her eyes and increased the magnification. The ashy substance coating the ground in the valley below didn’t belong amongst the sand and scrub of the semi-arid landscape. 

From the top of a windswept ridge of junipers, she swung the binoculars in a slow arc. Blue, cloudless skies. Scrub and sand. Greyish hills and mountains in the distance. 

The area around Magic, New Mexico, wasn’t exactly fertile, but neither was it forbidding, especially not to someone with a PhD in Geology. The grey substance was the first sign of anything strange she’d stumbled across during her entire investigation. Despite the tire tracks that had led her here, no human detritus or evidence of habitation marked the area. The juniper trees bore evidence of fire damage, but there was no trash. 

So what was the ash?

Wildfires weren’t common in irregular desert scrub like this. That was more a danger in Lincoln National Forest to the east with the increase in global temperatures and changing rainfall patterns. Place like this, it was more likely to be a deliberate burn.

It was also none of her business. She’d come to town to dig up her parents’ past, and she’d failed. On the way to the airport, disappointed, frustrated, the lure of tire tracks into the desert had been too much to resist. 

With a shrug, Oksana clambered down the slope, digging in her heels for traction. Hopefully this trek wouldn’t wind up with her on the private property of a group of very hairy nudists again. When she’d struck out in the library and historical archives, she’d begun visiting residents, asking questions. 

Somebody had to have known her parents. Her grandparents. Ulan, son of Boris and Barbara Povov, and Anya, daughter of Gerald and Carolyn Jones. The birth certificates she’d found when cleaning out their shed listed Magic General Hospital—which no longer existed—as did hers. They never spoke of their families, they had no photos prior to her toddler years, and they had forbidden her to set foot in Magic, New Mexico. Ever. 

Why? Perhaps she’d never know. She was almost out of vacation days, and with the recent diagnosis of her father’s dementia, it seemed all the more urgent to find out everything she could about the mysteries surrounding her parents.

Oksana, used to scrambling up and down hills, reached the bottom of the incline in short order. The sun’s heat burned right through her wide brimmed cap, turning her thick black hair hot as fire. An acrid scent practically curled her nose hairs. She’d bet a panning tray of gold that it emanated from the strange grey ash scattered throughout the small valley.

What in the world was it? She slipped a sample bag out of her cargo pants’ pocket and rubbed the ash to check its texture. Organic or mineral? The ash had more grit than wood ash. She’d not brought much testing equipment with her, assuming she’d unearth the mystery of her parents’ past through traditional means when the internet hadn’t helped, not out in the middle of a desert.

Ash like this wasn’t something she often found on her expeditions. Or anywhere, really. And it probably had zero to do with her parents’ secrets, but at least this was interesting.

Oksana scuffed a boot through the grey dust, knocking aside an inch or two before she hit gravel and sand. Something huge had burned here, or had been deposited, though she was inclined to favor burning. That would explain the scorched juniper. The pattern of the ash was fairly even, dispersed by wind and weather. World’s biggest bonfire? Hopefully nothing toxic, since she was wading in it. 

Well, she’d waded in worse. Oksana snorted, raised her bandana to cover her nose and mouth, and decided on her next course of action. The pileup seemed thickest near the center, where the ash glinted and glimmered in the sunlight, covering hummocks, cactuses, or boulders—hard to tell.

Curiouser and curiouser. While curiosity might kill cats, it was just part of the job for a geologist. A flash of reddish orange on the ground snagged her attention, and she crunched over to check it out. Another scuff of the boot, and she discovered what it was. A partially blackened No Trespassing sign. 

Oops. 

But since she was already here, she might as well look around. It would be easy enough to claim she hadn’t seen the sign, and all the trespassing she’d done on this trip had been politely handled. The locals were a friendly bunch. Sometimes she did have to nudge property lines a bit, checking rock strata. Her dark hair, round face, and heavy build meant people tended to view her as unthreatening and less than clever...if they even noticed her. 

She used that to her advantage as needed. There was nothing like being underestimated because of her appearance and then kicking ass, verbally or otherwise.

The grey grit rose past her ankles. It wasn’t as powdery as she would have expected. It was heavy, oily even. She reached the humps where the ash seemed to sparkle and realized it wasn’t the ash doing the sparkling.

It was the air.

In a barely detectible circle, the air behind the humps blipped with flashes of light, as if reflecting off dust particles. Oksana remained out of reach, studying it. Mirage? She got out her cellphone and snapped a few shots—the only thing the device was good for since service had been sketchy the whole time she’d been here. She couldn’t even access the USGS database.

Should she kick the hummocks? Brush the ash from them to see what it was? If it was a cactus, she’d be sorry. Under the coating of grey, the lumps were horizontal. Like a bench, but bigger.

She should have brought a snake stick. Stupid—going into an area like this without a snake stick. And bottled water. And her SAT phone instead of her cell. But she hadn’t intended this to be a long hike. She’d just wanted to see what was on the other side of the ridge where all the tire tracks led.

Well, Oksana hadn’t become lead researcher in the hydrogeology lab by being too timid to kick a lump on the ground and see what cracked. She gave the hump a big sideswipe, using her foot as a broom. Above the hump, the blips of light popped rapidly, as if the dust was exploding.

The ash didn’t billow, but it plopped off of the underlying obstruction. The thing beneath the ash was...

Well, it was a bone. 

A very big bone, just sitting in the middle of the desert. With sparkles above it. She wasn’t a paleontologist, but she had run into enough fossilized remains of extinct animals and existing species to recognize them when she saw them. 

She wouldn’t get credit for the discovery of dinosaur fossils while trespassing on someone else’s land, but it was fascinating nonetheless. Oksana carefully scraped the rest of the ash off the impressive reddish bone, noting that it didn’t have the consistency that fossils tended to have. The coloring of the bone resembled the surrounding soil.

The number one field test to differentiate between bone and stone was the tongue test. If your tongue stuck, it was bone. If not, it was stone. But she wasn’t about to taste it with all this unidentified ash around. She bent over and gave it a sharp rap with her knuckles.

The bone thunked, slightly hollow. This was no fossil. 

What living animal possessed a bone this big? Not a moose, not a bear, not an elephant. A whale might, but this had to be a femur, and that pretty much excluded any whale carcasses that were, for whatever reason, decaying in the desert. She prodded it with her foot, and it didn’t so much as budge.

So what kind of creature was this? A hoax? Why was its grave covered in oily ash? 

Oksana slipped out of her sunscreen overshirt and used it to bat away the ash from giant bone. She rounded the end and started up the other side, swerving to avoid the part of the air that was so sparkly.

She didn’t swerve enough.

With a shriek, she found herself sucked up by a whirlwind of energy and blackness. 

The air tore at her skin, her clothing, ripping away her hat. Had she passed out? What the hell? She hadn’t been tramping around in the desert that long.

She was disabused of any notions of unconsciousness when the whirlwind coughed her out in a damp, cold cavern lit by green phosphorescent growths. Behind her, still spitting particles of ash, was a swirling, sparking window beneath carved stone arches through which she could see the desert she’d been standing in about a minute ago.

With deep breaths, Oksana steadied her heartrate. She was intact, minus her hat. Her fingers worked. Toes wiggled in her snake-proof boots. The air was chilly but breathable. She could hear animal squeaks. She wasn’t currently being battered by blackness. Her skin wasn’t disintegrating, her head wasn’t exploding, and no soldiers were converging on the scene to arrest her for trespassing. 

She touched the swirling portal with one finger. It didn’t hurt, but she could feel that sucking sensation; when she pushed further, her hand appeared on the other side. The stone arch that outlined the portal was obviously human-made. 

She could go back.

Or she could see what was deeper in this glowing cavern. Was this part of the Carlsbad network? Was there a route to the surface besides the portal?

Oksana believed that science, in time, would explain most of the mysteries of life, and her brain kicked into overdrive to explain what had just happened to her. Giant bones, grey ash, sparkles in the air...and a transporter.

She had probably just discovered the reason her parents had warned her never to come to Magic. It wasn’t their pasts. It was because it hid a relocation portal that employed heretofore unknown technology. If her scientist parents hadn’t wanted her to know about it, it was probably bad for the entire planet.

Was Oksana a scientist? Or was she a cat?

# # #
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THE MICROBES HE’D IMPORTED from Irkalla should have done their work by now. Ezneraq parked alongside the desert road, having circumnavigated the invisible barrier surrounding Magic, New Mexico, which he found difficult to enter. Demonkind wasn’t automatically unwelcome in the town of supernatural do-gooders, but his intentions were, to be accurate, very harmful. Not only that, but the proximity of the barrier throttled a lot of the powers he’d normally use to accomplish his goals.

His target had escaped him somewhere in this area ten years ago. On one hand, the target had led him to this whole town of supernatural deliciousness, which had previously been unknown to Irkallans. On the other hand, it had increased the number of ways his quarry could have disappeared. 

He and the rest of the kabal had ruled out spaceships to other planets, a secret hideout in town, enchanted disguises, and any number of other possibilities. Because last year, outside the town barrier, a number of interesting things had taken place on the other side of a juniper-topped ridge.

Over the ridge lay a portal to another dimension. Where it led, he had no idea, but if Wade could escape there, if all those people coming and going could survive there, Ezneraq could follow. When it had been blocked by magic-proof giant bones, his revenge had been delayed until the tedious dissolution microbes from Irkalla had done their work. It wasn’t a task he could assign to his lieutenants, who had duties of their own.

Now it was just a matter of time.

Ezneraq straightened his tie and hiked swiftly over the ridge. The lieutenants would maintain the operation until he returned, but he didn’t expect to be long. 

A tinge of scent caught his attention—someone else had been here. No doubt the gnomes or the lawyer, checking on the status of the portal, the one they’d thought blocked forever. He had to give them credit for the cleverness of using giant bones to block it. No magic and very few human means could have shifted the bones. But they hadn’t counted on the involvement of a seventh level demon from Irkalla. 

Perhaps the person would still be here, and he could have a snack before he set out to find Wade and retake what was owed to him. What belonged to him. 

But no living creatures waited for him near the portal, which he could see as clearly as if it were painted on glass. Just an ocean of dissolved bone dust. Whoever had ventured into this had not ventured out again. Had they used the portal?

He sniffed again, his nostrils flaring as they catalogued the scent. Female. Healthy. Not entirely human. 

Probably delicious.

Perhaps he’d use her essence to force the treacherous, lying Wade Insbrook back to Earth to complete the ritual. Ezneraq would have his chalice, he would have the traitor’s soul, and he would have his destiny at last.
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Chapter Two (Gold Rush)



[image: image]


Wade Insbrook shook out the drape of his long coat and swaggered out the door of the pleasure house into the murky street, satisfied with the night’s business. Humans in the warrens didn’t have a lot of coin, but they made up for it in barter, creativity, and determination. Tiny snowflakes fluttered through the dark sky and landed on his scruffy hair, which he kept short, despite the fact that long locks in this summer-forsaken climate would have kept him warmer. 

He couldn’t give up all his flair just because he’d been hiding out on a primitive planet for ten years. And Tarakona did have its advantages.

Such as the wonders of dragon magic. And the profits to be had from the exploitation of it.

He set off down the lamp-lit cobblestone street at a leisurely pace. Not too much rubbish in the gutters and alleys—smell was decent. He didn’t hate this part of the city. Reminded him of one of those old European towns, back on Earth. Minus the cars and other shit. 

Though he did miss cell phones. If he had a cell, he could let his second in command, Sienna Gold, know that he’d doubled the weekly profits, so she could double the distribution of amulets. Unfortunately, he’d have to deliver the news himself or hire a street kid or a telegraph operator to do it. Since this wasn’t his gang’s section of the warrens, none of those sorts were to be trusted.

Any message he gave them would go straight to one of the rival gangs. Probably the Silver Bells, who thought they were so dialed into gossip they could predict the future. Hah. Just because their leader was related to Spymaster Harcourt didn’t mean the gang itself got to partake of the old bat’s network.

Wade continued down the moderately busy street, hands in his overcoat pockets. It might be late, but Sienna would be up until the middle of the night, balancing the ledgers, scheduling the deliveries for next week, and probably coming up with a plan for how they were going to annex the street with the orphanage from the Blood Troll gang, because orphans. Far as he could recall, she wasn’t in a crash phase. The woman never slept and was always juggling ten tasks at once. There was no bigger mess than Sienna’s study, or her brain, but she got shit done like nobody else he’d ever met. 

In his world, Earth, they’d have diagnosed her with ADHD and drugged her. “Focus on one task until you’re finished!” they’d say. But in Tarakona she’d turned her Pop Rocks brain into an asset, and he was lucky she was one of the first people he’d met when he’d stumbled through the portal ten years ago while on the run from a demon who wanted his soul.

He nodded at a bruiser lurking in the doorway of a tavern. Wade’s face and form were well known throughout the warrens. He had no doubt the bruiser had been sent to stalk him. Didn’t need to read the guy’s mind to figure that out. As long as Wade appeared to be partaking of the delights of the pleasure house instead of encroaching on enemy territory, he wouldn’t be brought in for questioning. 

Sex workers were some of the Sharks’ best customers, as they had the money to pay for what they wanted.

The Sharks, his gang—and the only dragon stable in the warrens—presided over the southernmost section of the human warrens. One of the biggest urban centers in this part of Tarakona, Valiant City was a thriving metropolis, bustling at all hours, and wealthy—if you were a wizard or wizard-kin. 

If you were a human or dragon, the city treated you a bit differently.

Wade made it to the border street of the Bells territory without incident beyond a pickpocketing. He let the kid take the money pouch in his outer pocket without punishing him. Price of doing business in someone else’s territory. He didn’t want to be the guy who kept that kid from making his nightly quota and getting whaled on by the dodger.

He soon reached a panhandle of the humanist section of the warrens, picking up his pace because he was in a hurry to report to Sienna. Yeah, yeah, technically he was the leader of the Sharks, and Sienna should be reporting to him, but that wasn’t how their gang worked. In fact, their gang didn’t work anything like everyone assumed it did.

The less everyone knew about that, the safer they would all be—especially the dragons.

A moldy scent tickled his nose, and he sneezed. He rounded the corner, his scarf whipping out because he’d picked up the pace so much, and crashed right into some idiot who was standing in the middle of the sidewalk as if rooted to the spot.

“Fuck!” Wade jolted forward, wrapping his arms around the idiot and hoping to avoid smashing his head against a lamppost. The person in his arms twisted violently, bent over, and tossed Wade over his shoulder.

“Fuuuuuuck!” Wade said again as he flew through the air. His ass hit the brick sidewalk. The idiot had remained on his feet, solid as a tree. His large shadow loomed across Wade, preventing him from seeing the guy’s face.

He hadn’t had a major beat-down in weeks. He reached out with his power to pierce the guy’s thoughts, learn his intentions—avoid a beat down—but they were muzzy to him. 

Illusions were harder than mind-reading. Took more magic. He concentrated and...

“Don’t just grab people,” a feminine voice chided him. “My instant reaction to somebody grabbing me is to take them down.”

A woman. A woman with an accent he hadn’t heard in a long, long time. He huffed out some air and disengaged his magic. For now. And he did not yell fuck again. “Tell Gillian I’m not interested.”

The woman held out a hand, and he stared at it as if he’d never seen fingers before. “I don’t know anybody named Gillian. But I—I could use answers to a few questions. If you would?”

He clambered to his feet as gracefully as possible, without the woman’s help. After being around the dragons for ten years, he’d picked up their habit of never touching anyone he didn’t know. “Who are you?”

“Who are you?” she countered. She let her hand fall to her side, seemed to think better of it, and wrapped her arms around herself, either protectively or because it was cold. He couldn’t tell.

Now that he was standing, he was able to confirm a few things about the woman who’d tossed him onto the pavement. One, she was dressed in a style that was not from around here. Or anywhere on Tarakona, for that matter. Cargo pants, work boots, button up shirt. Her hair was caught behind her head in a ponytail, and two serious dark eyes examined him as closely as he was examining her. She wasn’t a small woman, or a reedy one, and everything about her screamed trouble. Trouble and competence.

Which was the worst kind of trouble.

“You speak English well,” she observed. With a head tilt, she glanced up and down the street, but her expression was relatively blank. “Do you live here?”

“Everyone here speaks this language,” he hedged. He did not need competent trouble, especially not trouble from Earth. Holy shit, what if she was an agent for Ezneraq? Clearly she’d come through the portal, which was many blocks away from here, deep in Sharks territory. While Gillian Hohenwald, her partner Aiden Silver, and those Dragon Liberation Front fools had used the gateway last year, it was his understanding that it had since been contained.

“You’re from the United States,” she said. “You don’t sound like the rest of the people I tried to talk to since I...came here.”

“When was that?” he said warily. Should he try to mind-read her again? “And why are you here?”

The woman frowned, her full lips pursing. “About four hours ago. I was investigating a strange phenomenon in a separate biome, I suppose you could say, and encountered a different phenomenon altogether.” She withdrew a plastic sample bag from one of her pockets and fingered it. “Have you ever seen this before?”

“It’s a sample bag.” There was no use pretending he wasn’t from Earth, but he’d have expected an assassin sent by Ezneraq to be very different from this woman. He’d have expected them to be wily, and knowing, and a lot stabbier. Nor had she asked about the chalice. Killing him before locating it would stupid.

“And the substance in it?” She offered the baggie to him, but he declined. 

“I’m not a...substance identifier,” he said, rubbing the scruff on his chin. He was a mind-reader and illusionist. “Looks like ashes.”

The street grew busier as the humans in the district sought out a spot of nightlife or just dinner. Lorries and carriages spat out revelers, who wandered into various buildings, often greeting friends. Some of the passersby began to give his new friend strange looks. She didn’t stand out like a sore thumb, but the humans in the warrens were perpetually wary, and they could tell there was something off about her.

In fact, even if she’d been dressed in a jumper and trousers, a Tarakonan overcoat, or a warm woolen dress, he’d have known there was something off about her, too. Her skin looked tight, and she was sweating. 

In this temperature, with what she was wearing? Shouldn’t be happening.

“Are you all right?” he found himself asking. 

No, he should not involve himself with anyone from Earth. It was why he kept cold-shouldering Gillian and Aiden, who wanted his help liberating the dragons of Tarakona from their cruel wizard masters or some shit. They weren’t even lying to him about it.

People like that confused him.

“I’ve felt better,” she admitted. “How many other people from the United States are here? Is what I’m feeling some side effect of the portal technology? I’m a geological scientist, not a physicist.”

He hated to break it to her, but that wasn’t technology. It was pure-D dragon magic. 

“So you came through the portal from...” he said slowly, encouraging her. Mind-reading wasn’t the only way to get information out of someone.

“The other side of it, obviously,” she responded. “It was a location in the desert. It’s quite the achievement in physics, not to mention keeping it out of the news. Military, I assume? Though this is not like any military base I’ve seen.”

Shit. That confirmed she didn’t know anything. She’d found the portal, back in New Mexico, and was now wandering around Valiant City confused and sweaty.

“This isn’t a military base, and the military has nothing to do with the portal.” Did she know about Magic, New Mexico? About magic in general? Not that Magic’s fabled security wards had been able to protect him from Ezneraq, but he’d read the right mind at the right moment and found another way to escape. The very portal that had brought her here. “What’s your name? I’m Wade.”

“Dr. Oksana Popov. I can pay you if you’ll answer my questions. After the grant money comes in, anyway.” Oksana, returned the sample bag to her pocket and indicated the general direction of the secret labyrinth. Well, it wasn’t a complete secret, but it wasn’t often used. He had no idea how old it was, only that the portal between Tarakona and Earth was deep inside it, and he shelled out way too much gold to keep the fucking street kids from turning it into a playground. 

“Pay me...” No, not getting distracted. Earth money meant diddly here. “You should probably go home, Oksana. I can get somebody to guide you through the labyrinth.” 

“Eventually. First, can you tell me about the transportation device and why it leads here? And where is here besides not military? Do you happen to know if there are any libraries nearby where I could research ancestry?”

“I think you’re going to have to come with me,” he said with a heavy sigh. This was not an assassin. He was not in danger from her, not directly. Reading her mind or casting an illusion wasn’t going to help.

Oksana raised her eyebrows. “I don’t have to do anything.”

He understood that reaction all too well, since he often had it himself. As he decided how to convince her, a few freckles across her nose and cheeks seemed to flash. Like she had internal Christmas lights, and they’d just blinked.

He glanced around for the source of the flares. Celebratory fireworks? Red dragons and their wizards fighting overhead, like the rebellion against Victoria the Valiant last year?

Nope, nothing.

Oksana pressed a hand to her head and grimaced. “I don’t feel well.”

If she’d brought an Earth virus to Tarakona with her, the healers could handle it. If she’d already caught a Tarakonan virus, the healers could handle that, too. Healers—wizards who specialized in green dragon magic—left Earth medicine in the dust.

But you had to be able to afford it, which wasn’t all that different, was it?

“Dr. Popov...Oksana...let me take you to a medical doctor.” The Shark’s favorite healer, Fletcher, was used to being dragged out of bed at all hours. There were only so many wizards his gang trusted, and Fletch was one of them. If it wasn’t Sienna needing a drain or a dragon who’d partied a little too hard, it was a street kid with a broken wrist or a grandma with a cough or another of the vulnerable humans under their care. They partnered with Fletch for everyone’s benefit—but he didn’t know the truth.

Only the dragons did.

“Where’s the closest hospital? I have insurance,” she managed. She pressed her fingertips into her temples and squeezed her eyes closed. “I assume it’s a migraine. I see flashing lights behind my eyelids. Can you call me a Lyft?”

“It’s close enough that we can walk.” He slipped an arm around her, hoping she wouldn’t toss him again, and led her down the street. She didn’t, or couldn’t, open her eyes, tottering, bumping into him, muttering under her breath. 

She was a good height, nearly as tall as he was, and heat radiated from her. No wonder she was sweating. “I’m going to check your forehead,” he told her, and pressed the back of his cold hand to her sweaty skin. “Jesus, you’re burning up.”

At his touch, her forehead—no, her whole face—seemed to flicker. The blood vessels beneath the skin were full of sunshine. What the hell kind of virus was this? As the color coursed through her, creating a network of gold, he realized it looked exactly like...

Fuck. She was a Tarakonan dragon. A gold one.

“Oksana, when was the last time a wizard drained you?” he asked, tugging her faster. While other dragon shifters could go their whole lives without having their magic drained, gold dragons, energy dragons, filled up like a coal tipple and overflowed.

It was not good when a gold dragon overflowed—for the dragon, or for anyone.

Luckily Fletch was a Tarakonan wizard and could handle that, too. Wade, a sorcerer from Earth, couldn’t touch most dragon magic. 

Nobody except his gang knew that. Which was why his gang of dragons let him pretend to be in charge. He couldn’t control them, but he could use his powers to guarantee any wizards they worked with behaved themselves.

“A wizard draining me?” she said, her voice cracking. “Is that supposed to be a weird pickup line based on the historical setting?”

“No?” He practically carried her down the next street, exerting more of his strength. She was solid as a brick, hot as a stove, and cooperative as a drunken badger. “If you’re going to throw up, warn me, okay?”

“I’m not. It’s my head. My skin. I suppose this is...” She panted. “Some extreme example of fever. I may develop febrile convulsions.”

That was not the type of convulsions she was about to have. Only two blocks from Fletcher’s clinic. Oksana’s magical tracery, the network beneath the skin of every Tarakonan dragon in human form, blinked like a neon sign. Oh, she was chock full of juice and about to blow. 

But if she was from Earth...and she didn’t know anything about the portal that had brought her here...how the hell could she be a gold dragon? “When I say the word Tarakona to you, what does it mean?”

“I don’t know. Everything hurts,” she groaned. “What is happening to me?” 

If he had to guess, an involuntary transformation. In the middle of a city. Not recommended. Panic could ensue, damage would definitely ensue, and worst of all—greedy wizards might show up and try to kidnap her. But a gold dragon’s body would force the shift if she couldn’t find a wizard to bleed the excess energy.

And that was just the beginning.

One block away. They’d reached a neighborhood of shops with residences above them. The road had lamps created by Strumburge's Natural Light Works, not magical ones. A few lorries were parked along the curb, but mostly it was quiet.

Not as many people to see them. Not as many people who would realize he was dragging a gold dragon down the street, a gold dragon without a thrall crystal, a gold dragon who didn’t have any idea why she was sick.

No wonder he hadn’t been able to read her mind. The two-natured were his Achilles heel.

“Nearly there,” he encouraged her.

But it was too late. Oksana fell. He tried to pick her up, and she screamed when he touched her.

Lights flicked on the porches and balconies of the asymmetrical, narrow tenements up and down the street. This was one of the better neighborhoods in the warrens, and a midnight scream was not that commonplace.

The change rippled across her body, hard and fast. She burst free of her clothing and into the second of her true forms. 

Dragon. Gold.

Shining power radiated from her in bright rays, oversaturating everything magical it touched. 

Pops and detonations all around. Glass shattered down on them from the few magical illuminators. Luckily this was a humanist street—not that much magic-based tech here. But the closest lorry rumbled threateningly, and the engine beneath the shiny hood exploded.

The hood shot through the air, landing in the street with a clatter, narrowly missing a horse-drawn buggy. The horses whinnied and took off down the street, adding the rat-a-tat of their hooves to the overall chaos. The driver clung to the seat and yelled.

Now they had heads poking out windows, voices shouting, men cursing, dogs barking. Oksana lifted her long neck toward the sky and bugled. And then went silent. And then twisted her neck to stare at her muscular golden body. And then stared at him.

She opened her mouth, and only dragon sounds came out. 

“Take your dragon and go away, wizard!” an angry voice yelled. “We don’t want your kind around here.”

Wade waved to the spectators as if this wasn’t an issue. As if gold dragons forgot to discharge themselves and blew up everyone’s shit all the time. If they recognized him, he’d have a lot of explaining to do.

Hell, he was going to have a lot of explaining to do anyway. Oksana’s head lolled on her neck. Was she going to pass out? How the hell was he supposed to carry a dragon to Fletcher’s clinic? What was she thinking? What if she set off on a confused rampage?

Dragons were a bit easier to read in their four-legged form, if he could touch them. Oksana was a good-sized gold, as big as a horse. Reaching out, he pressed his palm against her warm scales and directed his power into her head.

Barely, through the whirls and layers of bewilderment, he managed to glean what he needed.

This was the first time she’d ever transformed into a dragon. And she’d concluded that, obviously, he’d given her hallucinogens when he’d rammed into her on the sidewalk.

Shrieking with rage, she latched onto his hand with very strong draconic teeth.
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Chapter Three (Gold Rush)
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This was the worst dream she’d ever had, and the taste of Wade’s blood was going to make her vomit.

Oksana spat out his hand with what was supposed to be a stream of cursing but instead was an animalistic whinge, courtesy of LSD, no doubt. 

“Don’t do that again, Oksana. I’m trying to help you,” Wade said with a pained grunt. He didn’t even threaten to retaliate. 

In her dreams, men were a lot more tolerant of biting than in real life. Clearly. 

“We’ve got to get you off the street,” he continued. He wrapped his long, striped scarf tightly around his fingers. His healthy skin tone turned greyish, and his lips thinned. 

She snorted in response. She wouldn’t do that again—because of the bad taste. Then again, he was the only person she’d met who understood her questions.

People emerged from the townhouses and tall buildings around them, grouchy people carrying candles, oil lamps, yelling mean things about wizards and the dragon she supposedly was. At least she was warm now.

“The only good wizard is a DLF wizard,” proclaimed a brawny man in a thick, padded dress of some kind. “You with the DLF?”

“I’m...bleeding,” Wade said. “Citizens, we’re headed to the clinic. If you’d be so kind as to get off the sidewalk, I’m not sure my...companion...is steady on her feet.”

If she’d taken hallucinogens in college, perhaps she could handle herself better. But she was more of a glass of wine and a nap type. She vowed to be as circumspect as possible and only bite Wade again if he groped her. He was a handsome devil, but she didn’t know him well enough for that.

“Why didn’t you make it to the clinic in time to tap her?” another guy grumbled, this one even brawnier. A cloth hat that looked like a Victorian nightcap rested on his long hair. This town was full of brawny types. “Not supposed to let the golds go off like bombs. Everybody knows that.”

“Shit happens,” Wade said. 

The golds. She was gold. He meant her—and the light that had gushed out of her when the hallucinogens had overtaken her common sense. He thought, somehow, that the hallucinogens, or the light, had caused those explosions.

Oksana frowned. Her strange, snouted face wrinkled accordingly. What did she look like? Why could they see the same thing that she was hallucinating? And where in the hell was this place? She’d arrived here through the portal before she’d begun the acid trip, so she knew the place itself was real. 

“What are you up to, Insbrook? You trying to take out some competition?” the man continued.

“So you know who I am,” Wade observed with a groan. “Great.”

“You’re the only bloody idiot who waltzes around wearing around a scarf like that,” the man said. Other onlookers, after confirming there was no more danger, dispersed. 

“It’s warm,” Wade said. “And it’s a good tourniquet.”

Oksana didn’t understand much of what was going on, but she did acknowledge that Wade, at least, needed to visit the clinic in question. As for her, except for the fact her substance-abused brain was convinced she was a dragon, she felt somewhat better. Tense, her skin itchy, but better. When the drugs wore off, she’d find more answers about the portal, the grey substance in the desert, and this bizarre town, as well as her parents’ connection to it. Perhaps it was a dome city, built to house thousands in the event of a nuclear attack.

A dome city with a fake sun. And fake stars. And a hospital. Speaking of which...

She opened her mouth to ask for directions to the ER, but the only sound that came out was a belching bleat.

“The Sharks’ll be replacing my lorry?” the man said, looking between Oksana and Wade. 

“Yes,” Wade replied through obviously gritted teeth. He lurched sideways, and blood started to drip through the thick scarf. She’d bitten him badly. What was actually happening right now, outside this acid trip? “Hit me up tomorrow. Right now I gotta visit the clinic.” 

He stumbled in the direction they’d been headed before Oksana had gotten such a ferocious headache and fallen down. She trotted beside him, only a little disconcerted at the smooth, natural movement of her new body with its four legs, long tail, and, yes, wings that she didn’t try unfolding at the moment. She’d probably knock someone over.

Wade stumbled again, and she let him lean on her. It did seem like a good idea to continue their trek. She felt drawn in this direction with increasing urgency.

The man whose restored Model T car had exploded followed them down the street, still haranguing. “I thought your thing, the thing with your stable, was being good to your dragons, Insbrook,” he accused. “Like you was different than them other wizards. Renting them out and stuff, sure, but not torturing them or treating them like dogs. Why’d you do this to her? She make you mad? You ain’t gonna hurt her cuz she bit you, are you?”

“I didn’t...” Wade’s teeth snapped together. “It was an accident.”

“Sloppy,” the guy said. “But you’re a wizard. Why didn’t you fix her before she blew?”

“I’m not good with gold magic,” Wade responded. Either her hallucinations encompassed everyone’s behavior, or the people in this bunker believed in wizards. New slang? She’d never been that well-versed in slang, just in the periodic table. “Fletcher requested her services. We’re running late.”

“Shitsticks, man,” the guy said. “You still should have stopped it. Hey, ain’t you got a healing amulet?”

“I used it.” Wade grunted in pain. Oksana trotted faster, her turn to drag him along. “I used it already tonight.”

“Yeah, I heard the Sharks do that. Help humans and all. Silver Bells sure don’t. I ain’t got no beef with the Sharks, as long as you replace my lorry.”

They arrived at a building that was shorter, bricked with pale grey instead of the rustier, smokier colors of the taller buildings. A painted sign hanging on the front said, in curving script, “Gas Street Clinic.”

Another sign said, “Closed.”

How could an ER be closed? Wade, leaning heavily on her, gestured toward the door. He banged on it with his good hand. “Fletcher!”

“Ring the bell for emergencies,” their stalker told him. “His Honor just installed it. Good human construction, and you don’t have to be no wizard to use it.”

“Right.” Wade glanced woozily at the large brass bell next to the door, and the man helpfully clanged it. It echoed up and down the street.

“Coming, coming!” called a voice from inside. Footsteps. The door popped open, and the first person she’d seen in some time who wasn’t brawny appeared on the other side. He wore wire-rimmed glasses perched on his dark face, and his hair was cut in a short afro. His long tunic was bright green, and he had on curl-toed shoes.

She had never wanted to touch anyone as badly in her life. And she had no idea why.

Darting out from under Wade, she hurled herself at Fletcher, but carefully, so she wouldn’t knock him over.

“There, there.” The man’s cool brown hands stroked her neck. “In a bit of a bind, are you, darling?” 

Just his touch reduced the lingering headache, the itch in her skin. He led her into the dark building, and she followed him like a puppy, practically wagging her spiky tail. She had never met anyone she was drawn to like she was drawn to this person. And it wasn’t because she found him handsome, sexy, or intriguing. Wade was handsome and intriguing, though his blood tasted bad. It was more that she found Fletcher...necessary.

“What have you done to this young woman?” he barked at Wade and their stalker. Happiness blossomed in her heart as she felt, in her bones, that this man would protect her from the pain.

“I didn’t do nothing,” the burly man protested. “Insbrook let this gold get all hopped up, and they destroyed my lorry. I just made sure they got here in one piece. ‘Cept for his fingers, I reckon.”

The interior of the clinic bloomed with light after Fletch waved his free hand in the air. Now she could see the clean tile floors, chairs, cabinets, reception desk, and anatomical charts in the narrow room. Primitive—but definitely a medical office. 

“Can we have some privacy?” Wade asked. She twined around Fletch like a giant cat, maintaining as much contact as she could. “And if you could call one of the nurses, I’m a little injured.”

There was a heavy thunk as a body hit the floor.

“Gracious.” Fletcher slid down her side to crouch beside the body. Wade had passed out due to blood loss, or the shame of drugging a stranger on the street, one. She bent down and nudged him with her snout, but he didn’t wake up.

On this drug trip, for whatever reason, her nose was highly sensitive. Wade smelled mostly like copper and blood, but he also smelled sweet, a little rosy. She liked it, so she huffed him in. 

“The dragon bit him,” the stalker said. “Probably had it coming. Fecking wizard. No offense, Healer.”

“None taken, Paddy. Was Ms. Gold the explosion I heard? I imagine she was in great pain.”

She had been in so much pain, Oksana wanted to confirm to him, but it came out as a growl. He petted her absently.

“Yeah, Sharks gotta replace a lot of people’s stuff.”

“Indeed.” Fletch tucked his hands beneath Wade’s shoulders. “If you could help me get him into an exam room? This young woman can wait a few minutes, but I should see to Wade immediately.”

Oksana didn’t particularly want Fletcher to stop touching her, but she bided her time while he and Paddy hefted Wade through the closest door. Oksana eyed it, wondering if she would fit. Her neck and tail were narrow, but her shoulders and chest seemed broad. Much broader than the men and possibly broader than a horse. It was hard to tell, what with being on drugs and all. 

She hovered by the door, watching. They lay Wade on a table, folding his arms over his chest. Fletch gingerly unwrapped the ugly scarf from the wound as blood oozed everywhere. Footsteps sounded deeper in the building, and an elderly man trotted into the clinic from the back. 

“We got a guest?” he said. “What’s the complaint?”

“Ah, Zeus, I’m in here,” Fletcher called. 

The old man had a green tint to his skin. No, he had green lines beneath his skin, as if his blood was green and his veins were close to the surface. This acid trip was...a trip.

She tried to say hello to him, but as expected, it came out as a honking blat. He didn’t seem surprised to see a dragon in the clinic and patted her shoulder as he brushed past her to join Fletch and Paddy beside Wade’s supine form.

“Yo, Nurse Zeus,” Paddy said to the old man. “It’s a dragon bite.”

“Dragon bite?” Now Zeus sounded shocked. He shot her a reproachful glare before returning his attention to the patient. Fletch put his wonderful hand on Zeus’s bare arm, and jealousy curled her toes. She knew how nice that hand felt. “What dragon could do that to their wizard?”

Dragons had wizards? And they thought Wade was her wizard. What did that mean they expected from her—or from Wade? Oksana was accustomed to figuring out people’s assumptions and exploiting them as needed. She preferred not to, but in the world of science, one couldn’t forge ahead as a female on merit alone.

“Maybe she’s not thralled to him yet,” Fletch suggested. “Or maybe Insbrook really does allow his dragons to behave however they want. Certainly Sienna Gold is independent, and those blue dragons drink like fish and contaminate their magic irresponsibly. We need to hurry with Insbrook, though, because she’s filling up again.”

Fletch, one hand already on Zeus, placed his other palm over Wade’s injuries. Oksana’s face tingled right before a glow popped out of the healer’s fingers like someone had turned on a light. The glow, as greenish as the lines beneath Zeus’s skin, knit together Wade’s lacerations as she watched with astonishment.

Wade inhaled a deep, sudden breath and woke up, coughing. He rolled his head to one side and croaked, “Zeus, my man. Thank you for your gift.”

Zeus ducked his head and smiled in a gesture that didn’t seem natural in an old white man. “Anytime, Your Honor.”

“None of that. You know I want dragons to call me Wade.”

“Get him some juice,” Fletcher told Zeus. “He needs to hydrate. Now I’ll see to Ms. Gold.”

He crooked his finger at Oksana, so she shoved her way into the exam room, a tight squeeze. “Paddy, I have a stash of empty energy coils in the left cabinet? I think...three.”

“We’ll need some privacy, Fletch,” Wade repeated, sliding off the exam table and accepting the tankard of liquid from Zeus. He slumped into a chair next to the wall. “Ms. Gold is shy about things.”

Fletch raised his eyebrows at her. She nodded her head up and down. If she was going to discuss the fact that she was under the influence of LSD with the doctor, she didn’t want more people than necessary to hear about it. The healer obliged them, shooing Zeus and Paddy out of the room and shutting the door.

“What’s this all about, then?” Fletcher asked, stroking Oksana’s shoulder. “Was Wade careless in his duties? Are you in great pain? That overflow couldn’t have been comfortable, my dear.”

She still loved the touch of his hand, calming her, but she did not love that he kept calling her “dear” and “darling.” 

Wade cleared his throat. “I don’t think she can talk in this form.” 

“Then you have trained her poorly,” Fletch chided him.

“Not me—nobody. She’s, ah, new. Not trained. Look, can I trust you, Fletcher?”

Oksana couldn’t speak for herself, and she hadn’t known Wade long enough for him to understand much about her. But it was true that she was new here.

“You know that you can,” Fletch said gently. “Especially with the wellbeing of our magical charges.”

“I read her mind, Fletch. This was her first shift. Ever.”

Her first acid trip, too. Would he tell the doctor that? Was there a drug that could counteract the effects of the hallucinogen so she could return to normal and figure out how this place was connected to her parents?

“You know I don’t approve of your use of purple magic,” Fletcher said. “And no, I won’t provide you any more purple talismans.”

“It’s fine, I didn’t hurt anyone.” Wade set the tankard on the exam table. “Now we need to keep Oksana from hurting herself. Do you believe in other dimensions?”

“Hooooke,” Oksana said. No, she did not. Though that portal raised significant questions. Could science have progressed that far without the truth creeping out into the world? Did these people understand the science, or was that why they kept calling each other wizards?

But Fletcher said, “I am agnostic on that matter. Why?”

“Let’s say a child from Tarakona went to another dimension before she achieved her variant,” Wade said slowly, “and it never happened. But then she found her way here through a portal created by a crystal wizard and...” The way Wade kept pausing made her anxious. What would he say about her? “Blam. She exploded.”

Fletcher frowned, and his hand paused mid-stroke on Oksana’s shoulder. “Never achieved her variant? That’s not possible. The radiation—”

“The radiation doesn’t exist in the other dimension. So it never happened. She remained human, until now.”

Other dimensions. Radiation. Humans and dragons and wizards. People from this dimension growing up elsewhere and finding their way...back. 

Through a portal.

Oksana, her new knees too weak to hold her up, sat in the floor of the exam room with a thump, nearly knocking over the exam table and Fletch to boot.

“That’s right.” But Wade was talking to her now, not Fletcher. “This is a different dimension, Dr. Popov. I have a guess, and I’m ninety-nine percent certain it’s true. You grew up on Earth. But you’re from here—Tarakona. I have no idea how you got over there and why, but when you came back, you transformed into what you are. A gold dragon shifter.”

“Blaaaaaaaaaat.” Science did not explain anything close to that. Could she believe it? 

Was this real, and not a drug trip?

Was this why her parents never wanted her to come to Magic? So she’d never find out she was a dragon?

“I know, it’s fucking weird,” Wade agreed.

“Are you from this other dimension, Wade?” Fletcher asked, watching them over the top of his glasses. “Is that how you gained this understanding? And is that why you are so different from everyone here?”

“Ah. Well. I’ve been there,” Wade hedged. “And I know people. As for being different, I’m from another part of Tarakona. Other side of the Great Salt Ocean.”

Before Paddy left, he’d retrieved three brassy spirals like the coils of a French horn, but smaller, and put them on the exam table. Fletcher picked one up and handed it to Wade. “You drain her.”

“Nah.” Wade handed it back. “I’m not good with gold magic.”

“You can’t, can you?” Fletcher accused. “And your dragons. Are they even enthralled and appropriately secured against—”

“Think of this as payment,” Wade interrupted. Oksana tilted her head until she could see his face, which was suspiciously earnest. Could Fletcher tell the other man was obfuscating? “You can keep it once you tap her, free of charge. Use it for your sterilizer or your lorry, your icebox, sell it for talismans, supplies—whatever you need. Just don’t give her the ague.”

“I would never,” Fletch said, stiffening, “give a dragon the ague.”

“If I do one,” Wade said slowly, “would you do the rest? You can keep yours.”

“All right,” Fletcher agreed just as slowly. “Miss Gold, let me explain what His Honor Wade Insbrook is about to do.”

“Popov,” Wade said. “She’s Oksana Popov, not Oksana Gold.”

“She’s a gold dragon, so of course she’s Oksana Gold. But we’ll address that later.” Fletcher walked to Oksana and crouched in front of her face, as if speaking to a child. “People are born on Tarakona as humans. All of us. But during our teen years, some of us transform. We ascend into evolved beings. Some of us become wizards, like myself and...Insbrook. Some of us become dragon shifters, and dragons, my sweet girl, create the magic that allows us to thrive. Wizards and only wizards can take that magic from you to do great things. But it all comes from you.”

Oksana was frozen by dueling desires. She wanted this kind man to touch her with his calming, healing hands, but she wanted him to treat her as a capable adult. Since ridiculous noises were the only ones she could make, she lifted one corner of her lip to expose the sharp tooth she could feel there with her tongue.

“My, my, aren’t you a feisty one?” Fletcher chuckled and stroked a finger down her face, from her horns—did she have horns?—and down her snout. 

She hated that word. Feisty. It was almost as bad as when someone said she had a “pretty face.” 

“She does bite,” Wade pointed out, as if reading her thoughts, “and she did not grow up here. You can’t treat her like you do the other dragons.”

She didn’t think he’d actually read her thoughts—unless he had. About this being her first shift. About coming from Earth and arriving in Tarakona. It would explain far too much.

“I treat dragons as the treasures they are,” Fletcher said. “Now you, my dear Ms. Gold...”

“Popov,” Wade muttered.

“...you will be relieved of the buildup of your magic by Wade and then by myself, and we will store it in these talismans.” He indicated the brass items on the exam table. “I promise you’ll feel much better once we’ve completed this task. And please remember, child. Your duty must be repeated whenever you fill up with magic. You cannot ignore your innate need to supply your wizard with power.” 

He shot Wade a glare, as if “her wizard” had done something wrong.

“Fletch summed it up pretty good, I guess. The itch you feel in your bones is the magic,” Wade said gruffly. “It’s how my second...one of my gold dragons describes it. Says it only gets uncomfortable when she’s about to blow. Like now. You remember the street?”

She dipped her chin, watching him for signs of dishonesty and seeing none. She liked how well these dragon eyes functioned. She could practically count the unshaven hairs obscuring his jawline.

“Your purpose is to create magic to be used by wizards.” Fletch took up the lecture, continuing to pet her. “Your wizard does not have much use for gold magic, and so he generally sends his gold dragons to me. I promise that your gift will help and never harm, little flower. I make that vow to every dragon I tap.”

Her lip snarled again of its own accord, showing Fletch more than one of her teeth. This time he didn’t chuckle or call her feisty. She narrowed her gaze at him anyway.

Her purpose in life was much, much more than creating magic for a so-called wizard. Not to mention, “her wizard” didn’t treat her like a frightened child. “Her wizard” might not even have given her hallucinogens. “Her wizard” was the only one here who knew about Earth and was her best hope of discovering any traces of her parents in this place. Any traces of her truth.

This place that, for now, she would have to believe in, until science proved something more palatable. Right now the Occam’s Razor that had led her to assume she was drugged was encouraging her to accept that magic and dragons and other worlds existed.

“We do need to treat you, or that explosion won’t be the half if it,” Wade said. “You tell me when you’re ready, Oksana. I’m told it feels pleasant. Nothing to be afraid of. We good?”

She liked that he called it a treatment instead of her purpose in life, which smacked of paternalistic claptrap. She stood back up, bumping Fletch aside in the process, and poked Wade with her snout. She didn’t need a voice to make her demand clear. Let’s get this over with.

Wade rested a palm on her neck, his hand warmer and larger than the doctor’s. He grasped one of the brass items on the table with his other. Then it was as if a curtain of water dropped over her vision. The room went swishy. Her body glowed with golden mist, and the talisman sucked it up like a whirlpool. 

Wade’s brow furrowed. His fingers twitched on her neck. She glanced at Fletch, but he didn’t behave as if this were unusual. The only thing she could feel was Wade’s hand.

With a gusty sigh, Wade tucked the talisman inside his blood-spattered trench coat and stepped away from Oksana and the exam table. 

“There’s one done,” he told Fletch.

Oksana contemplated her dragonish body and concluded she felt no different. Before she had exploded, a strange pressure had built inside her as if her whole body was an eardrum and she was changing altitudes at the speed of a jet. It wasn’t an itch, but Wade did seem to know what he was talking about. That pressure was still there, mounting.

Had Wade...done anything?

“You didn’t relieve much of her buildup,” Fletch chided, placing his hand where Wade’s had been. The difference in their touch was instantly obvious. Wade’s hand was a hand—warm and strong. Fletch’s hand was an enticement. If she were being drugged, it was coming from Fletch.

She refused to lean against the small man again, like some kind of puppy. But if he wanted to massage her neck, that was acceptable.

“Told you I’m not good with gold. This is why I don’t waste them,” Wade said, sticking his thumbs in his overcoat pockets and rocking on his heels. “Every wizard is better with certain colors.”

“This is true,” Fletch said, “though none so bad with gold as you.”

Wade shrugged. “I’m good at what I need to be good at. And you benefit from my protection services. If you want to keep insulting me, though...”

“I simply wish to treat dragons as they deserve,” Fletch said. “Here we go, my dear.”

Some invisible force swished out of Fletch’s hand on her neck, scratching her itches from the inside. The gold mist formed around her body, like before, and was sucked into the brass spiral, but she could sense it. Her body thrummed with it, and her face prickled. When the brass spiral began to glow, Fletch switched to another one and repeated the process.

With each brass spiral, Oksana felt better and more stable. More sharp and aware of her surroundings. Health and power infused her limbs the way the gold mist was infusing the brass device. 

Fletch eyed Oksana dubiously. “I’m going to need another collector,” he said, but Wade had already fetched two and had them ready. 

At the end of the fourth, Oksana felt almost like she could fly.

And she didn’t want Fletch touching her anymore. She jerked away from him and honked to indicate she required her personal space back.

“That was the most powerful and pure gold magic I’ve ever encountered,” Fletcher said. “It does support your theory, Wade. That being said, I must recommend a thrall crystal as soon as—”

“Thanks for your help,” Wade interrupted, edging toward the door, glancing at her in silent
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