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      Ronan yelled for Leeza. Aurelia still wasn’t coherent enough to tell him what happened to her. There was so much fucking blood. Too much. “Stay with me, Aurelia,” he said gruffly. “Please, stay with me.”

      Mindful of her wounds, he lifted her off the floor and carried her to the sofa. Gently, he laid her down. Each time he spotted a new slash, a new burn, it only stoked the fires of rage burning inside of him. He glared at the mark left behind on her hand. Someone had carved that shattered crescent moon into her flesh line by line.

      “Misorin,” he growled. The evil sorcerer who’d been working with Nyx, that was his symbol. He’d done this to Aurelia.

      He’d wanted Ronan to see her like this.

      “Aurelia?” Leeza blurted after she rushed into the room. “Shit. Do we call an ambulance?”

      Ronan shook his head. “She can’t go to a human hospital. Go to the kitchen and get me some warm water and some clean towels. There’s a first-aid kit in the bathroom. Grab that, too.”

      Leeza ran from the room. Ronan sat on the edge of the coffee table. He took Aurelia’s left hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. His heart leaped into his throat while he studied her face. It was blackened as if she’d been through a fire. A multitude of cuts crisscrossed her skin, some shallow and others a little deeper. The blood mixed with the soot, making her face a ghastly sight to behold.

      Aurelia’s eyes fluttered open. She seemed disoriented and kept babbling a string of nonsensical words. Then her eyes locked onto Ronan’s, and she looked at him with a steely intensity that took him aback.

      “Betrayed,” she said, her voice hoarse and raspy. “I was betrayed.”

      “Who did this, Aurelia?”

      She shook her head, wincing each time she swallowed or moved. She couldn’t seem to get the words out, and he told her to wait to speak. She coughed. It was a ragged sound that made it seem she was struggling to keep breathing. Blood dotted her lips. He could see how badly she’d been hurt on the outside, but what about her insides? If this was a magical attack, there’d be nothing he could do for her.

      His heart thundered in his chest. The idea that he could lose Aurelia was never something he’d considered before. But looking down into her ashen face, he worried he might be on the verge of that happening. The mere thought sent a shockwave of grief rolling through him. He had to choke back the emotion that welled up within him. She wasn’t gone. She was still here, and he had the chance to save her.

      Leeza hurried back into the living room with the towels and the first-aid kit in hand. She brought a bowl of warm water next and was already dipping one of the towels into it for Ronan. She was calm, far calmer than Ronan had expected her to be. No, that wasn’t true. Leeza had managed to stand her ground in the face of a dragon attack. He should’ve known she’d stay strong during something like this occurring, too.

      He took the towel from Leeza and began to slowly, methodically wipe the blood from Aurelia’s face. “I, uh, I need you to grab my phone,” he told Leeza. “I think I left it in the study.”

      Leeza went to grab it and brought it back. He told her the code to unlock it.

      “Call Fergus. Tell him we need Tristan here immediately.”

      Fergus and Tristan, one of their healers, were at Haven caring for the shifters who were suffering from Nyx’s curse as well as the others who’d been wounded while under her horrendous care. The old resort was shielded. The dragons were safer at Haven than anywhere else. Ronan hadn’t thought he’d have need of another healer at the winery.

      “I’m on it.”  Leeza left the room with his phone.

      Ronan continued to wipe the blood and grime off Aurelia’s face. She groaned and floated in and out of consciousness. When she was awake, she rambled on about being betrayed. But she didn’t say who had done it. It had to be Misorin or another of his assassins. No one else would’ve carved that symbol into Aurelia’s hand. That also told him she most likely hadn’t escaped her attackers.

      She’d been allowed to flee.

      “Who did you meet with?” he scolded. “Why didn’t you just listen to me and take someone with you? You’re not fucking invincible.”

      Once again, she’d left the winery to track down a lead on the Dagger of Chomi, the only weapon she believed would be enough to destroy not only Nyx but Misorin, too. The only way to bring about an end to the curse that had been placed on the Nightshade Weavers. That evil bastard had gone after Aurelia once before with his assassins. It wasn’t hard to believe the sorcerer had attempted to end her himself this time.

      Ronan willed her to stay conscious long enough to tell him who hurt her. Right now, she was in no shape to answer his questions. When she was, though, he was going to find out who’d done this to her. When he did, he was going to tear them to pieces.

      Carefully, he kept wiping away the blood and soot from her face and neck. The less serious cuts were slowly healing already, as were the burns that marred her neck. The sleeves of her sweater were little more than tattered remains now. Beneath them were more burns as if she’d stuck her arms into a fire.

      “And was thrown through a window,” he grumbled under his breath.

      The shallow cuts on her face matched the ones on her arms and the backs of her hands. He flipped open the first-aid kit that was not like the normal ones humans kept around. This one had been stocked by Aurelia and contained several salves for burns, cuts, as well as bandages that had been imbued with healing magic.

      “Fergus and Tristan are on their way,” Leeza said, returning to the living room. She set down his phone on the coffee table. “What else can I do?”

      “There’s a small, blue jar. Open it and start applying the salve to the cuts on her face,” Ronan instructed. “It’ll give off a subtle blue glow once it starts working.”

      “Magical salve?” Leeza picked up the jar and set to work.

      “Something like that. Aurelia made it.” He picked up the small green jar and began to apply that specific salve to the burn marks.

      All the while, he kept waiting for Aurelia to come to all the way. She never did. Once the cuts and burns were tended to, he took her right hand again and rested it on his lap. Gingerly, he dabbed around the cuts that had been carved into her flesh.

      “What is that?” Leeza asked.

      “A message,” he spat. “One meant for me.”

      He asked for the blue jar, and Leeza handed it over. Ronan began to apply the salve to the deep gashes. His hands were shaking, and after a few seconds, Leeza asked if she could do it for him. He let her take the salve, and she quickly coated the rest of the wound in a thick layer of it.

      “At least none of those cuts look like they need stitches.” Leeza closed up the blue jar, then sat on the table beside Ronan. “Are the burns from fire? Dragonfire?”

      He shrugged. “I have no way to tell, but if she was attacked by the fucker who left that mark, I don’t think it was fire. I think it was lightning.”

      “Lightning? Like what Aurelia uses?”

      “Yes, but this was cast by a sorcerer. Nyx’s been working with one all this time,” he told her. “Misorin. That symbol carved into her hand belongs to him.”

      “What was she even doing?”

      “Trying to find a weapon to defeat our enemies and end this war.” Guilt clawed at his heart, and his dragonfire longed to burst free.

      Leeza laid her hand on Ronan’s arm. Over the days and weeks they’d been with each other, she had increasingly become his solace in the turbulent waters of his life. She gave him strength. Brought him joy. She calmed his heart, mind, and soul in ways he couldn’t even begin to comprehend. He didn’t understand it, but he was grateful for it. He was more than grateful that she was here now to stop him from losing himself to the rage.

      “This isn’t your fault.”

      Ronan growled at Leeza’s words. Smoke trailed out of his nose. “Everything that’s happened since that fucking night is my fault.”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      His claws sprouted from his fingertips. It damn well was true. She’d heard everything he’d done, everything that had happened to his clan, and now Aurelia was just another soul paying the price for his mistake.

      Leeza took hold of Ronan’s face and turned him toward her. “You didn’t do this, Ronan. This isn’t on you. You can’t be there for everyone. You can’t always,” she paused, and tears shimmered in her eyes. “You can’t always save everyone,” she murmured softly. “Trust me.”

      A single tear slipped from her eye. Using his knuckle, Ronan wiped it away. “Leeza.” There was an unasked question in his tone.

      She smiled up at him. “One day,” she promised. “Right now, you need to focus on Aurelia. I’m going to go out on the porch and get some air. Wait for Fergus to get here.” She stood up, kissed his forehead, then strode for the front door. It closed quietly behind her.

      Ronan couldn’t help but wonder what horrors Leeza had gone through in her life before she’d ever met him. She might’ve told him he didn’t need to carry around so much guilt, but it was clear she was doing the same. He pushed those questions aside for later.

      Aurelia shifted on the couch. Ronan kept his glance locked onto her face, waiting for her eyes to open. Her breathing was shallow and ragged. Her eyelids fluttered as if she were suffering from terrible dreams, and her skin seemed to be growing grayer and more ashen by the moment. His heart felt as if someone was crushing it in their fist. If Fergus and Tristan didn’t arrive soon, he feared it was going to be too late.

      “I’ve never even contemplated a world without you,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “You’ve always been there. You’ve always been the most permanent fixture in my life, and I took for granted that you would always be here.”

      Aurelia’s eyes finally opened all the way. She studied him with her flinty gaze. A wry smile curled the very corners of her mouth, but her face was wracked with the pain that was gripping her entire body.

      “Not dead yet. Won’t get rid of me that easy,” she croaked.

      A sound that approximated a laugh—wheezing and raspy as it was—floated out of her mouth, and there was a sparkle in her eye that heartened Ronan.

      “I know you’re not dead yet. You just look it,” he said to her. “But I’ll tell you the truth—I can’t tell much of a difference from how you usually look.”

      That grating, gravelly laughter drifted out of her mouth again. “Fucking asshole.”

      “Don’t speak. Save your strength. Tristan will be here soon.”

      “You shouldn’t have troubled her. I’ll be fine in a few hours.” Aurelia’s eyes were already drifting closed again. “Just need to rest for a bit.”

      Ronan shifted closer, terrified that she was going to up and die on him. But she kept breathing, and though her pulse was fast, it was there. While he kept vigil, he stared at her right hand. The salve was already at work healing the gashes. It didn’t matter how quickly they healed. Ronan would never be able to unsee that image.

      Once she was conscious and able to stay that way, they were going to have a long conversation about Aurelia and Misorin. The time for keeping secrets was over.
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      “How are things at Haven?” Ronan asked quietly.

      “They’re fine. Everybody is settling in. Morale among the dragons is up,” Fergus replied. “What happened with Aurelia?”

      Ronan shook his head. “I don’t know yet. She was meeting with somebody about the dagger. She got herself back here or she was let go. I don’t know. She hasn’t been conscious long enough to tell me much of anything except she was betrayed.”

      “Betrayed by who?”

      “I wish I fucking knew.” He gave Fergus the few details he had, including the sigil that had been brutally carved into Aurelia’s hand.

      “The sorcerer, then? Or one of his assassins?”

      “It has to be,” Ronan muttered while he rolled his shoulders. His dragon was eager to be let loose. Every minute that passed was becoming a struggle to stop the beast from getting free. “The question is, why did he let her go? Why let her make it back to us?”

      Fergus contemplated his words with a tilt of his head. “You said it seemed as though Misorin and Aurelia knew each other from before. That there’s something between them or was. Perhaps it wasn’t a message for you. Perhaps it was a warning for her.”

      Ronan should’ve gotten more information out of Aurelia before she left. If he had, maybe he could’ve found a way to stop her from going alone. Or at least he wouldn’t be in the dark as he was now. Fuck, maybe he should’ve tried to have someone tail her so they wouldn’t be in this situation.

      “Perhaps,” he echoed Fergus.

      “I want to set a guard detail here at the house, Moddrag.”

      Ronan shook his head. “Haven needs all the guards it can get.”

      “We’re well shielded. My magic might not be as powerful as Aurelia’s, but she taught me well. With her wounded, the winery and you are vulnerable to attack,” he countered. “Haven can spare a few men to watch over you until she’s back on her feet.”

      Ronan turned back to the woman stretched out on the couch, watching as Tristan ministered to her. The shifter knelt beside the sofa, eyes closed, her hands hovering a couple of inches over Aurelia’s body, her face tight in concentration. For a shifter, Tristan was very magically adept. If anybody could get Aurelia through this, it would be her. In a short span of time, she had become one of Aurelia’s best students as well as one of the best healers they had.

      “Moddrag—”

      “Fine,” Ronan gave in with a growl at Fergus. “Set a detail at the house to watch over Aurelia. Be sure to leave most at Haven, though, understand me? Those are our people now. We will keep them safe.”

      Ronan mused over his own words. Our people. For so long, he’d let rage get in the way of what mattered most. He’d only cared for those of his own clan. It had been a harsh lesson learned that it wasn’t only his people suffering. He would save and protect every dragon shifter he could find.

      He still harbored resentment and anger for the old clan chiefs who’d abandoned him when Nyx betrayed him and nearly wiped out his entire clan. Most of those old chiefs were dead now. Victims of Nyx’s treacherous ways.

      But Aurelia was right. Times and circumstances had all changed. The internal warfare between the clans was a relic. A thing of the past. Made so by Nyx’s play to become the sole ruler of the dragons. She sought the ancient title of Eindyth—the King of Kings—and she was willing to slaughter anybody and everybody who stood in her way of that goal. The war was no longer with the other clans.

      “I’ll return to Haven soon,” Fergus said. “I’ll put together the detail and send them back here.”

      Ronan nodded. “Thank you, my friend.”

      Fergus squeezed Ronan’s shoulder. They stood in silence, watching Tristan work her magic on Aurelia. Leeza stood not too far away, her eyes fixed on the hag. She’d been fiddling with the moon charm hanging from her necklace ever since she’d brought Tristan and Fergus inside. It was curious how being in a fight with dragon shifters hadn’t upset her as much as seeing Aurelia wounded clearly had.

      When Tristan finally lowered her hands and got to her feet, Ronan stepped forward.

      “Well?” he asked.

      Tristan’s green eyes glittered with the magic she’d been using. She pushed a loose strand of honey-blonde hair out of her face and cringed. She looked tired. Wrung out. Were Aurelia’s wounds more extensive than he’d thought?

      “She’s been through tremendous trauma. The salves are working to heal her superficial wounds, but the magic she was attacked with has left its mark on the inside, too. It’s harmed her core of power, I suppose you’d call it.”

      “Can she recover?” Ronan asked, hardly able to get the words out.

      “In time, yes,” Tristan assured him. “But how much time, I can’t say. I’ve never seen such extensive damage before.”

      Ronan’s hands curled into fists. His claws pricked his palms. Leeza appeared at his side, holding one of his hands between hers. He wasn’t sure he trusted himself to be around her, but he needed her presence too much to tell her to go.

      “I’ve done what I can to remove the residue,” Tristan was saying. “Right now, the best thing to do is make her comfortable and not let her use any magic.”

      Ronan scoffed. “As if she’ll listen to me.”

      “I think this time, she might,” Tristan replied. “She’s strong, Moddrag. She’ll make it through this.” She swayed. Fergus quickly caught ahold of her arm, steadying her. “Thanks. I think it took a little
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