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Synopsis
Working with a dragon and leading the team that deals with the magical affairs in Taonengaro is a dream come true for Candace. Sure, she’s had her difficulties and confrontations, and has even been to the Between, with all that entails, but she is where she wants to be, doing what she wants to do. She should be content, so why isn’t she?
Yes, she lonely. Yes, she has a case of the wolf, which isn’t a bad thing, just a new aspect to life, but things just aren’t clear cut any more, especially with the new addition to their branch. The woman is beautiful, interesting, and the more time that she spends with her, the closer they seem to get.
 
Myla is a witch, and proud of it. She’s always known that magic is real, and joining the Department of Mythical Affairs has allowed her to make a career of it. She jumped at the chance to be assigned to the Taonengaro branch, but once there, she quickly learns that there is more going on than what the reports have been telling them. There’s dragons, the team leader is a wolf, and magic is saturating reality itself.
And speaking of the team leader, she’s alluring, confusing, and is not acting like a straight woman at all, as much as Candace claims that she is.
 
Of course, in an organisation such as theirs, there are always secrets. And when they come out? They will have an impact.
 
A low angst slow burn sapphic shifter romance about magic, love, being true to yourself, accepting yourself, and the growth of relationships. And being a wolf, of course.
 
- Chapter One -
Candace sat by the remains of the fire, staring into its long dead embers as she hugged her legs against herself, a blanket wrapped around her. It was warm at least, even with the ground directly underneath her. That’s what happened when you were in the wild. 
Dawn wasn’t too far off – she could feel it, the sudden drop in the temperature, the slight hazy glow slowly creeping over the horizon, and the incessant chirping of the birds that made the forest below them their home. She would have made the excuse that they’d woken her, but that would have been a lie. She’d barely managed to sleep at all, unable to get comfortable and settle herself, so she had extracted herself from the tent hours ago and let the darkness wrap itself around her. At least the fire had still been smouldering then. 
She was meant to be on vacation, but she wasn’t sure if this had been the right idea – especially since she couldn’t really escape from a job such as hers. Even when she wasn’t on the clock she was always alert and watching, far too many things plying for her attention, even if the others couldn’t spot half of it. And the company? Yes, well. The idea had been nice. Another chance, because really she seemed to suck at it, and all she could see behind her was a string of failures. But that string of failures included someone who still made her jealous, and she was struggling to deal with the feelings that arose from that. 
Hence this ‘date’. A hike up a nearby mountain, camping overnight under the blanket of the stars. She couldn’t remember the name of it, even though she should. Some names were just difficult – though she was sure it meant something like eternal slumber, and that was creepy enough on its own. What, were they walking over the corpse of a long forgotten deity? She would have scoffed at that once, but then there had been the Convergence, and she’d met a dragon. An honest to god, living, fire-breathing dragon, who could take on a human form. And who also was unfairly beautiful, and married to her ex. Life could be cruel, especially since her branch of the agency had a working arrangement with the pair. An arrangement that went through her.
Thanks, universe. For sticking it to her, hard and proper. Rubbing her face in it.
You’re always so negative. Does it do us any good, though? You bottle it up. Hide it, but you can’t keep it contained. You’re going to have to vent at some point. Own up. Go for a run, let it bleed out.
She would have said things had been good before she’d returned to Taonengaro, but she knew that was a lie too. For all the ‘excitement and mystery’ of landing her current job with the Department of Mystical Affairs, nothing had really happened except the monotony of travel. Until she’d returned back here.
Because she was here. Because she was indeed at the centre of it all. You’re stewing, and it really isn’t healthy. Come on! Run!
Fine. Whatever. Candace grunted as she looked down at the hillside that spread out below her. It was probably the best time for it too. Dark enough still that she wouldn’t be seen, though she could see fine enough, and it would be a while before he awoke. Alistair’s heavy breathing and fatigued state when they’d arrived at their camping spot yesterday evening was enough of an indication that he wasn’t as fit as he’d thought he was. On the other hand, she’d barely broken a sweat. Perhaps she needed this more than she realised.
Letting out a sigh, Candace stood, de-tangling herself from the blanket before she proceeded to fold it neatly and laid it just outside the flap of the tent. She wasn’t going to risk waking Alistair, even if he was dead to the world. Nor did she want him ogling her. She’d had enough of that already. Stripping off her sweater and t-shirt, she did the same with them. The air was cold against her skin, but now she was dressed for it. She’d worn a sturdy pair of running shoes for the hike – not the most appropriate, she knew, but she had to make do with what she had – as well as exercise tights and a sports bra. She may have taken up running as a hobby since her meeting with the dragon, the exercise resonating with her soul. All parts of it.
Sure, if that excuse works for you. Believe what you want. But time’s a wasting! The sun isn’t going to slow just for us.
Candace let out a quiet laugh. It would be kind of cool if it did. She could do with more time in her day.
Starting at a slow leisurely pace, Candace jogged back down the path,  carefully picking her way around the rocks that were embedded in the path, her footfalls sure. The trail was wide enough here and decently maintained, the stars in the night sky providing ample light. It was kind of beautiful in its own haunting way. A bit like the Between, though that still just gave her a headache.
Once she hit the treeline she picked up her pace, her strides wider. It was warmer in here, a part of the day still trapped within, dampness lingering in the air. The trees rushed past her as she tore along the path, a blur of colours and smells, her heart beating fast, thumping loudly and echoing in her ears as she felt the heat radiate from her. Her breaths were deep but regular, controlled. She could feel the exertion, and she was revelling in it.
As we should, because this is it! True freedom!
Perhaps that was a part of it. She was in her own little world with no one to disturb her. But just the act of pushing herself like this made her feel things. And forget others.
The cold air hit her as she burst out of the trees and back onto one of the scrub coated sections of the trail. Candace had intended to just tear along the trail, but something wasn’t quite right, her gait quickly slowing as she took it all in. The long grasses and hardy bushes looked exactly the same as they had when they’d walked past the previous day, and further out from her, where she hadn’t disturbed them, she could hear the birds still singing. The tears, though, pulsating purple and green as they hovered in the air near her, looked more vibrant than she recalled. Larger too. It was hard to tell at times, as she was the only one that she knew of who could see them, apart from her ex and the dragon. A direct result of being exposed to the magic of the Between, the space that existed because their world and the dragon’s had touched. Or scraped, banged, collided, etc. She had no clue exactly what had happened, or how it was even possible. The entirety of that thought experiment made her head hurt worse than when she’d been there, and that was saying something.
Something’s come through?
Candace scrunched her eyes closed at the possibility. That was the last thing she needed right now, up here. While she’d had her martial training, and she wasn’t half bad, she knew that she was no match for most of what they’d seen come through. Nor had she brought her handgun. She was on vacation, after all. Not that it would have much of an effect. You could put a full clip into one of those creatures and they’d barely blink at you. Watching the dragon take them out in her human form, though – that was something worth watching.
Why don’t you admit it? Not that it matters – that one is taken. Both of them, in fact.
Candace rolled her eyes. She was straight. She dated men... well, mostly. Her ex was just a confusing mess, having come out as trans just before they’d split. And that, perhaps, had been the best relationship that she’d had. Curse you, Elara, and your beauty, and your dragon-mate’s beauty, and the magic you both wield. And, well, everything. Had she mentioned how unfair it was?
Really?
She took another look around, but apart from the tears, nothing else seemed amiss. Not even any disturbances in the ground around the tears. She really hoped it was just her imagination, even if the niggling sensation wasn’t going away. She was also starting to run out of time, the sky brighter than she wanted it to be. Turning, putting it all behind her, she started running back up the path.
 
-- -- ♥ -- -- -- ♡ -- -- -- ♥ -- -- 
 
The sun was poking above the horizon by the time that she made it back to the tent, her body feeling fatigued, but in a good way. The deep breaths, the burning sensations, the steady beating of her heart – she revelled in them as she stood there, basking in the warmth of the sun.
The peace and tranquillity of it all was shattered as the tent rustled, Alistair emerging from it, looking barely awake as he rubbed his eyes, glancing around before his gaze fell on her. And then stayed locked on her, eyes roaming up and down. She didn’t have to guess what was going through his mind as she let a growl escape. No hope in hell, buddy.
“You’re up early,” he managed, somehow tearing his eyes away for a moment to actually look her in the eyes.
“Couldn’t sleep,” she answered as she walked past him, picking up her sweater and putting it on. A shield of sorts.
“We could sit down together and watch the sun rise?” he offered, motioning to one of the large rocks that sat just off to the side of the clearing. “That’d be nice.”
The thought of it made her skin crawl. How the hell had she even managed to share a tent with him in the first place? Actually, that had mostly been a failure too. It wasn’t like he wasn’t her type or anything – he was handsome enough. Tall, toned and well muscled, a mop of close cut brown hair, a usually clean shaven face that was easy enough to look at, except for right now. Candace closed her eyes, staring into the darkness. There were other things that she’d rather be looking at.
“Actually, I’m rather hungry. I’m going to have something to eat.”
Not waiting for any response, Candace ducked into the tent, locating her bag with ease. It hadn’t been touched from when she’d placed it there last night. Taking the opportunity, since she was already here, Candace went through the rest of her gear, packing it away, or rolling it up as small as she could in the case of her sleeping bag. She’d already made up her mind after all.
Dumping her bag on top of the blanket which still sat just outside of the tent – she’d need to deal with that too – she took the pouch with the food that she’d put aside for breakfast, along with the bottle of water, clambered up onto said rock and sat down. For all of the misplaced intentions, it was a rather nice spot to sit. She was half way through her food by the time Alistair joined her, fortunately giving her some space. Having her pouch and bottle deliberately placed between them may have contributed.
“How’s work treating you?”
Candace looked over at Alistair, the sun highlighting his features. Perhaps there was some genuine care in that body of his? Not that he had any clue as to what she actually did. She’d met him at a bar, one of her many attempts to de-stress and perhaps find someone, and after a few drinks they’d exchanged numbers. They’d been on a few dates since, met some of his friends – he was possibly the best of the bunch, and that was saying something – and then he’d suggested this outing when she’d said that she had some days off and was looking at taking in some nature. He obviously had a lot of patience as well, because while he had attempted to bed her, she’d refused all of his advances.
You’re looking in all of the wrong places. And that’s ignoring the fact that normals aren’t worth our time.
Normals, huh. That word had been rattling around in her mind a bit of late, and she had no idea where it had come from. The idea, the concept. Or perhaps she did. She hadn’t been lying when she’d told Nick, her second in charge, quite blatantly what had happened, even if he hadn’t known what she’d been talking about. She really did feel like her soul had been torn in two when she’d been dragged into the Between. Sure, the act had saved her life, given her some answers, but the cost was that it had changed her in ways that she wasn’t even close to understanding, even if she was starting to get used to it. And left her with just as many questions.
Alistair was staring at her now. Getting lost in her thoughts was becoming a thing again.
“Work’s good,” she answered, her typical vague response. “Busy. Get to meet some interesting people. You?”
Candace only half listened as he rattled on about all of the places that he’d been working as a security guard since she’d last seen him, of the rise in tensions, and how people seemed to be more on edge of late. She knew all of that already, and the likely causes, not that she was going to share. There was magic in the air, seeping through from the Between. Into a world in which magic wasn’t a thing. Well, not as far as most people knew, at least. The vials tucked away in one of the pockets in her backpack said otherwise, tiny symbols etched into the glass under the rim, a white mist swirling within. Potential, and her contingency plan.
He was still talking by the time she’d finished her food and drained half her bottle of water, the sun now fully above the horizon. She had to admit that it was beautiful out here, and she appreciated that aspect of the trip. But as to the rest of it, she was kind of over it now.
“Hey, thanks for the hike. It was nice,” no, that was a lie, but a necessary one, “and I know that you want to go further up the trail, but I kind of want to head back now.”
Alistair looked shocked for a moment, before he masked it with a smile. “No problem. Let me pack the tent away.”
“By myself.” She hadn’t quite made that bit clear it seemed.
“Oh.” The shock just hung there this time, making her feel a little bit guilty about what she was about to do.
“Alistair, this, what we have, it’s not working. I’m sorry, but you’re not the one for me.”
“Oh, umm. Okay.” Dumbfounded? Was that a word? Had he even thought that it was working? Because in her eyes there was nothing between them at all. Not even a friendship. Not with her job.
Getting up, Candace jumped down off the rock, her landing perfect if she said so herself, and made her way over to the tent. Swapping her sweater for her t-shirt and packing the sweater and blanket into her pack, she then hoisted it over her shoulders.
“Are you sure you’ll be alright by yourself?” There was some genuine worry in his voice, even if it was grossly misplaced.
“I’d be more worried about you getting attacked by a wolf on your way back,” she retorted as she checked the pack’s balance. It was good. Worth the money she’d spent on it.
“There aren’t any wolves in New Zealand.”
“Exactly,” she stated as she gave him a look. She wasn’t weak. And there were, in fact, much worse things out there. Things that he, and most of the population, knew nothing about. Then of course there was the dragon, but at least she was on their side.
You know, you are more than a little obsessed about her.
Candace didn’t wait for a response, heading back down the track, the same route that she’d just run. She was almost regretting having the pack on her back – she would have quite happily run till she tired. There was no movement from behind her, Alistair still sitting on the stone, watching. She walked suggestively for a few steps, unable to help herself, before she took on a more appropriate stride, the campsite quickly disappearing behind her.
She didn’t slow down till she hit the tears. It wasn’t unusual to not spot any for ages and then to find some in clumps – it made sense, really – but even still these ones seemed a little off, and just as vibrant as earlier. Dropping her pack, she wandered off the path, walking closer to them, sniffing the air as she did so. Nothing, aside from the smell of the dirt and grasses. And still no tracks besides her own. Reaching one, she gently lifted her hand up to it, letting her fingers sink into it. It felt cool and refreshing, like dipping her fingers into a glass of water or through silk, the sensation tempting her to drink it too. Pulling her hand back she shook her head. Nothing but pain waited on the other side.
Candace resumed her walking, enjoying the warmth of the sun and the feel of nature around her. She felt at home, relaxed. It seemed that she did indeed need this. The track snaked its way down, some sections better maintained than others, Candace stopping at a creek, downing her remaining water before she refilled her bottle, throwing in a sterilization tablet for good measure. It was as she was standing back up that she felt it – another presence, watching her. Tensing slightly, she looked around her. The native forest around her was drenched in shadows, sunlight flickering through a few patches and making it even harder for her to peer into its depths.
She waited patiently, but nothing moved. Nothing stirred. Not even the birds that should have been singing happily.
“I know that you’re there,” she called out as she stood straight, looking in the direction where the sensation seemed to be the strongest.
For a moment she thought that whatever it was was going to ignore her, but then the vegetation in front of her rustled and something moved forward, just far enough to be in her view.
A wolf. A big, black, muscular wolf. The most beautiful creature that she’d ever seen.
Candace couldn’t help but smile.
Now that’s more like it.
- Chapter Two -
If Candace had been sensible, she would have walked away slowly, or run away screaming. Or, even more sensibly, not have even tried to coax it out in the first place. But she hadn’t gotten to where she was now by being sensible. She took risks.
Sure, it had almost gotten her killed more than once, and she was still trying to understand the repercussions, but she was certain that she was better off for it all, and she wasn’t about to change now.
No, but there is a difference between challenging the world and knowing your limits. You’re as weak as the normals right now.
Candace snorted to herself as she took the wolf in. It really was beautiful – well, not as beautiful as the dragon, but that wasn’t a fair comparison – and there was no way that it was just a normal wolf, even ignoring the country that she called home. The damn thing came up to her shoulders, and its eyes glowed a soft purple, similar to the tears, but a few shades to the side. There was intelligence there too – to what degree, she had no idea. Sentient, sapient, devourer of worlds, they were all possibilities.
You are definitely something, you know.
Well, it was a possibility. The dragon, Riley, had given her plenty of warnings of what lay between their worlds, and none of it sounded pleasant. It had looked nice enough when she’d been there, as much as she’d been capable of actually looking, but as they say, looks can be deceiving.
Case in point...
“So, what are you doing on this side?” Candace finally said, crossing her arms across her chest, her water bottled held loosely in one hand as she exuded as much confidence as she could.
The wolf tilted its head, seeming to regard her, but made no response.
“Look, if you’re trying to blend in, you’re doing a bad job.” Her water bottle tapped against her side as she nudged it with her hand. “We don’t have wolves here, for a start, and you’re more wolf than any of the wolves that even exist on this side.”
The wolf continued looking at her, as if she were some strange curiosity. But she could see the understanding in its eyes.
“So, what’s it going to be? You gonna talk to me, or am I going to have to call in the dragon? Because, you know, you are in her territory, and she can be quite particular.” Ignoring the fact that if it decided to attack her now, she was rather screwed. She’d been complacent, even ignoring her gun.
The wolf straightened its head and gave a big yawn, showing off its teeth and how impressive its bite would be. Yeah, it’d make a bloody mess of her, not that she’d had any doubt about that. But two could play at that game. 
Candace opened her mouth,  her tongue teasing her fangs. “We’re not so different there, you know.”
She wasn’t sure exactly when she’d gained them. Some time after being exposed to the Between was a given, but she hadn’t even noticed them till her ex, Elara, had pointed them out to her during the meeting to discuss the cooperation between the dragon and the agency. It had been a shock, sure, but she actually rather liked them. However, she had quickly learned to keep them hidden – the last thing she needed was for the DMA to learn that she possessed traces of magic as well. Yes, her team knew, but that was the extent of it, with the exception of Nick, and they knew to keep their mouths shut.
The wolf made a sound – a laugh or a snicker, she wasn’t sure, but she could see the amusement in its eyes, its posture relaxing. Welcoming her, almost.
To hell with it all. She was only going to get this chance once. No pain, no gain, right?
You’re impossible, you know? But I agree.
Unfolding her arms, Candace took a step forward, then another, the undergrowth brushing against her legs as she slowly made her way towards the wolf. It sat there, watching, unmoving apart from its breathing, even when she was finally right in front of it, less than a metre between them.
“You really are beautiful,” she murmured as she reached out, her hand sliding through its silky fur as she scratched beneath its chin, and then took another step forward so that she could pat it between its ears and run her hand down its back.
She might be a little jealous.
“So, what are you doing here?” she asked again. She doubted now that it could actually answer her, but she was more than certain that it understood her.
As if to confirm her assumptions, the wolf leaned forward, nudging her with its head before it stood, turned, and started walking back into the forest. It paused after a few steps, looking back at her with questioning eyes.
“Yeah, yeah,” Candace said, the answer coming easily. In for a penny, in for a pound, and all that. “Just give me a sec.”
Crouching down, she took off her backpack and fished out the vials, placing two in the thigh pocket of her tights, the other held in her hand as she put the backpack back on and secured it.
“Right, after you,” she said once she was standing again.
 
-- -- ♥ -- -- -- ♡ -- -- -- ♥ -- --
 
For a creature that wasn’t of this side, it seemed to know its way well enough. Or perhaps it was just natural instincts at play, because, really, she was following a wolf, irrespective of where it had come from and how friendly it seemed to be. The track was far behind them, the trees stretching up around her, the forest floor thick with lush ferns, and fallen branches crunched underfoot while damp ground squelched. Ferns were one of her favourite plants, and New Zealand really did have some of the most beautiful species of them. The wolf was confidently walking its way through it all as they made their way down the hillside, Candace following directly behind it, free hand brushing over the ferns. So far, the path had been easy enough for her to walk, as if the wolf was taking her less suitable form into consideration.
Great, here she was, bemoaning her lack of another form, as if she wasn’t just a mere human who happened to know a powerful shifter.
Because who wouldn’t want to be able to shift forms.
Something else was off, though, and she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. A tickling at the back of her mind that was both familiar and not, masked by the shade that they walked through. Everything looked normal, as far as her understanding went, and she couldn’t see, or sense, any more tears. But that didn’t stop her from feeling on edge, her palms clammy, the vial clenched so tightly that she was worried that she might break it. Had she made a mistake, following the wolf? It had had plenty of opportunities to hurt her, and deep inside her, she felt that she could trust it.
Which just meant that it had to be something else.
But as to what? She wasn’t sure. Even with all they’d learnt in the last year, there was still so much that she didn’t know.
And she might be in danger of getting lost.
Scratch that, she was. But honestly, it wasn’t that big of a deal. She had a compass in her pack, GPS on her phone, and the ability to call for help if she needed it. More important was what this wolf wanted her to see.
Has anyone ever mentioned to you how skewed your priorities are?
Candace laughed, the wolf looking at her for a moment before obviously deciding that she’d lost it, and continuing on.
By the time the wolf slowed, allowing her to finally catch up to it, they’d crossed two streams and her shoes were soaked. She wasn’t sure how far they’d travelled, but she knew that they’d been walking for over two hours, and the sun had made a decent dent in its morning journey. She was also certain that she had a decent familiarity with the city of Taonengaro and its surroundings, yet she had never seen anything like the area in which she stood. 
At first glance it looked normal enough – they’d broken out of the forest and stood in a glade, lush grass stretching out in front of her till it met the edge of a lake, the crystal blue waters almost blinding as it reflected the sun’s light. What wasn’t normal was the ruin of an office building sitting partially submerged in the middle of the lake, impersonating the Tower of Pisa, purplish vines creeping their way up its side. It hurt to look at, like it wasn’t quite real, but if she could see it, then it meant that it definitely was. The ground at the edge of the lake flickered if she looked at it for too long as well, though it was one hundred percent solid – tapping it with her foot confirmed that, even mid flicker.
The wolf walked up to the edge of the water, whined, the sound pulling at her heartstrings, before it started pacing circles in the grass. It was worried? Agitated? Wanting her to see something? She had no clue, but this wasn’t the confident wolf that had brought her here, and she could feel the apprehension clawing at her, adding to the sense of unease.
“What’s wrong?” she whispered, not willing to shatter the serenity of the location, as she reached out and ran her hands through the wolf’s fur.
All she got was another heart-wrenching whine as it pawed at the ground. The grass was scraped aside, revealing moist dirt underneath. Which confused her, as that was exactly what she would have expected to be there.
Candace spun around slowly, trying to take it all in. The lake, the ruins, the glade, and the forest from which they’d emerged.
And the swirling mass of air that was slowly creeping towards them.
She yelped, jumping backwards as she stared at it, trying to make sense of it. Except there wasn’t any sense to it, and it hurt to look at, just like the ruin.
“Good... thing?” she tried as she stepped closer to the wolf.
The growl from the wolf indicated that it probably wasn’t good. Or friendly.
The ear splitting screech as it lunged at them confirmed it.
Candace stumbled back as the wolf rose to its full height and surged forward to intercept it, jaws snapping at a part of it that looked no different from the rest of it to her. But the wolf obviously knew what it was doing, the mass of air hissing as it reared back, shifting its form out of the way.
And then lunged forward again, just as quick, lines of red gouged in the wolf’s flank. Candace yelped in pain in place of the wolf as it snapped back and then danced off to the side, grass and dirt spraying into the air as the thing’s attack missed her new companion. The reprieve was short lived, the mass of air surging straight at the wolf again, blood splattering on the ground.
Grass was torn up as the two danced around each other, teeth, claws, and whatever the other was using bared and primed, blood steadily dripping down to paint the ground red. It was clear, though, who the stronger creature was, and it wasn’t the one that Candace wanted it to be. And here she was, standing there, watching, like she was some helpless girl, and not a damn agent who had looked a dragon in the eye.
A very pretty dragon.
Then help the pretty wolf.
Oh, she intended to.
Once she saw an opening. Or created one.
“You!” she yelled as she popped the seal on the vial and threw it at the mass of air. 
It went wide, but a subtle shift in the movement of its form indicated that she had gained its attention.
“Yeah, you,” she reiterated as the wolf took a step back. “Leave my friend alone.”
Breathing in, she focused on the mist that was coiling out of the vial, imprinting her will on to it as she’d been shown, and breathed.
A gout of flame burst out from her, and slammed into the creature, its screeching forcing her to drop the empty vial and shove her hands against her ears.
“Take that you evil... air... thing,” she managed with a grimace as the air shook vigorously, flames still licking at its form. That had worked better than she’d expected, but she was going to take it. As was the wolf, her companion lunging forward, jaws clamping down right in the middle of it. The air flickered and then screamed, its entire form seeming to boil away till nothing was left, the only evidence left behind the numerous wicked and heavily bleeding rends on the wolf’s side.
Candace waited, wanting to make sure that it was truly gone, and that another wasn’t going to suddenly appear, but after half a minute she gave up, throwing herself at the wolf and wrapping her arms around it.
“Are you alright?” she asked, feeling the blood soaking into her t-shirt and coating her arms.
The wolf just nuzzled her head with its own, its breathing heavy as it continued to paint the ground.
“Hey, let me clean you up. I’ve got a first aid kit and some clothes I don’t care about in my bag,” Candace said, pulling away and taking her backpack off.
The wolf gave a quiet yap, shaking its head as its eyes locked with hers.
“Why?”
She didn’t want to accept it, but deep within her, she knew the answer. And that there was nothing that she could do. The wolf sat there, proud, maintaining the eye contact even as the blood flow slowed, its form slowly losing cohesion and turning to mist, swirling there for a moment, before it spread out and started to dissipate. Candace scooped some up, holding it in a cup formed of her hands. It swirled there, strangely warm, before wisps formed reaching up as it evaporated away. Her skin tingled where the blood coated it, but she paid it no heed. She might be silly enough to follow a wolf, but she wasn’t going to take a dip in that lake. Not with what had happened, and how the edge still flickered.
“Well, that sucks.” She had grown fond of the wolf, for the little time that they’d known each other. And this? Yeah. Just another part of her life.
Candace sighed. She guessed that she was going to have to make the call, though. Taking one more look around to make sure that nothing else was going to jump at her, she pulled out her phone and checked its reception. One bar. That'd be enough.
Selecting the number she absently tapped her foot as the dial tone sounded.
“Hmm?” said the amused voice on the other end as the call connected.
“Umm, yeah. Hey Riley. I have something that you're going to want to have a look at.”
- Chapter Three -
Myla had been warned that it was colder in the southern part of the country, but even still, she was surprised when she felt herself shiver as she exited the airport terminal. The sky was clear, the sun high, and she could feel the warmth of its rays on her skin, but the air had an unexpected bite to it that she wasn’t used to.
She should have packed warmer clothes.
At least the airport wasn’t as busy and chaotic as the one back home. That she wouldn’t miss – along with the stares, whispers, and judgements. Most people weren’t judgemental in this country, something that she was infinitely grateful for, but when the population got high enough, it was all too easy to run into someone who was.
That wasn’t to say that it wasn’t busy, because it was. Her flight had been packed, and all those people had spilled out into the terminal as if there was somewhere that they needed to be urgently, and even out of the building there was a swarm of them making their way to the buses, shuttles, or across to the parking lot. It was to be expected, she guessed, given that Taonengaro had a name about it now, even if most of it was due to rumours.
Rumours that had more than a measure of truth to them. Dragons, demons, nightmares come to life. That corner of the Internet thrived, and no matter how much the agency tried, they’d been unable to stamp it out. Instead, it just grew, occasionally leaking out into mainstream.
‘The dragon had just been an elaborate prop for a movie’. Yeah, right. Technology was good, but not that good. Not to leave any trace of itself behind. Even a year later, the agency was still lacking there.
An agency that she was a part of, too, as of a month ago.
The Department of Mystical Affairs. Egotistical, much?
And disorganised, too. Myla checked her phone again. No message. They’d known when her flight had been arriving, and it was twenty minutes late, so there really was no excuse for the lack of contact or reply to her message that she was here.
Unless something had happened.
Myla shrugged. She was just going to have to wait. Given how far outside the city the airport was, walking wasn’t an option, and she wasn’t going to look for a ride in just yet. There was no point in heading to the office if no one was going to be there, and if something was happening, well, she wanted in on it.
Sending off another message to Nick, currently her only contact on the team, she wandered along the edge of the building till she came to some benches that were bathed in sunlight. Besides a grumpy looking old lady, they were empty, so she sat down and closed her eyes, trying to soak up as much of the sunlight as possible. And if the old lady was side-eyeing her? She didn’t care. She wasn’t paying attention.
It was half an hour later when she finally got a reply, at the same time as a black SUV pulled up by her, the old lady having already gone. The door opened, a man who was probably only a few years older than her hopping out. Dark, short cropped hair, and a tidy beard that looked like it would get unruly if not looked after, he was dressed rather casually – a warm looking jacket, loose fitting trousers, and a rather new looking pair of hiking boots.
“Myla?” he asked.
Myla nodded as she stood and grabbed her bags, body aching in protest from the discomfort of the bench.
“Nick,” he said, offering her his hand, and then opening the back door so that she could stash her luggage. “Sorry ‘bout the delay. There’s been a development, and it’s been a rather chaotic morning.”
He definitely fit the image that she had of him as the so-called Research Investigator of the group. A title that, really, meant little. Well, she’d already seen his photograph, and that of the rest of the team, but it was more the way that Nick held himself, dressed, and acted that formed a more complete image of him however, and she knew it’d be the same for the rest of the city’s team.
She rolled her eyes as she hopped into the passenger seat, the vehicle surprisingly clean and tidy. “It is what it is,” she replied, shelving the response that she actually wanted to say. First impressions were important, and she had no desire to jeopardise her working relationship with this team. She may be a ‘consultant’, working with them, not for them, that aspect of her assignment made clear by Athena, the director of the DMA, but she still had to get along with them all.
“So, what is going on, then?” she asked, hand placed onto the dashboard to steady herself as Nick aggressively pulled away from the curb and then carefully made their way out of the pick-up zone. He was either nervous or had some strange quirks, and both had her internally raising an eyebrow.
“We’re not completely sure,” he replied calmly, looking left and right before he pulled out of the airport and onto the connecting road, a plane roaring behind them as it took off. “Candy’s found something, and we’re trying to work out what it is. Of course, the dragon’s being her usual helpful self, which is to say, not overly.”
“Candy? Dragon?” Myla asked, this time actually raising her eyebrow, not that Nick would notice, assuming that he was doing what he was meant to be doing, and keeping an eye on the road, and not her.
Not that she thought he would. She wasn’t a typical woman, what with her short spiked hair and closely cropped sides, and heavily pierced ears. Sure, she was wearing close fitting jeans and a t-shirt, and a rather nice pair of stompy boots, but that just revealed that she had bulk and definition, and that she could handle herself rather well. And if he showed any interest, then she’d quickly turn him down. She did not play for that side at all.
“Candace. Team leader.” He took one hand off the steering wheel for a moment to wave it in the air. “She’s... herself. You’ll understand when you meet her. And she’s probably nothing like what they told you either. Being here, working with the dragon, has been an experience for us all.”
“And by dragon you mean Riley?”
“Yup. You’ve obviously read the dossier.”
“And she’s really a dragon?” Myla had to ask. She knew what she’d been told, and she’d read all about the dragon sightings and other weirdness, but even still, even with what she’d seen during the Convergence, it was hard to believe. And that was saying something, given her area of interest.
Nick laughed, deeper than she’d expected, the sound bouncing around the interior of the SUV. “Yes. Beautiful, powerful, and scary as hell. She’s a shifter, to use the apparently appropriate term. Full blown monster, dark and scary fiery bombshell, and on occasion something in-between. The twin horns give it away, when she’s not hiding them. Her lover’s not demure either, even if she looks it.”
“Huh. Okay. Interesting.” The dragon’s lover had been mentioned, but that had been the extent of it, given that she wasn’t affiliated with the agency in any way.
“So, Xenobiologist,” Nick said as they turned onto the State Highway and he put his foot down, the engine roaring beneath them.
“That’s the official title, yes,” Myla replied with a sigh. She knew where this was headed, and she’d already had this argument with Athena, who of course, didn’t listen.
“You know what we deal with, right? You’ve seen the reports and samples that we’ve sent back?”
“Yup.” Short and to the point.
“There’s nothing to study and pull apart, and good luck trying to experiment on the dragon.”
“Yeah, nah. Not going to even attempt that. You worship dragons, not try to pry their scales off.”
Nick glanced over at her, giving her an appraising look. “So, what is it that you actually do then?”
“I’d be more inclined to call myself a dabbler of the arcane, but that’s not something that you can put on a CV.”
“So, a witch then?”
Yeah, he was a perceptive one. There may well be more to his role than she had been giving him credit for.
“It is a term that fits, yeah.”
Nick nodded as he pulled off the highway much earlier than she’d expected, the city nowhere in sight. “You’ll fit right in. Welcome to the Taonengaro branch of the DMA. Oh, and here,” Nick added, fishing around in a bag at his side and pulling an object out, before handing it to her.
At first glance it looked like a woven bracelet, as did it on the second one, except that she realised that there was nothing natural about the threads. One looked like it was flaked with gold, another was a deep blood red, and it was warmer to the touch than it had any right to be.
“What is it?” she asked, taking it from him anyway.
“A talisman of protection, from Riley. All of us who need one have one.” Nick gave his left arm a shake, an identical bracelet dropping down from under his sleeve into view, nestling around his wrist. “If you get in too deep you’re still probably screwed, but believe it or not, it helps prevent the headaches, and it’ll let you see their horns even when they’re being glamoured.”
Myla rolled it around in her hands, getting a feel for it, before sliding it onto her wrist. She couldn’t feel anything amiss with it, from her limited knowledge, and what she’d said about dragons was the truth. It sat there comfortably, like it belonged.
“So where are we heading? Town’s that way?” she asked, pointing back towards the highway.
“The area of interest. We tried flying in, but the helicopter started having complications as we got
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