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      Matteo Berberis, dragon shifter, has not been adjusting very well to life away from the Pontic Mountains. Sure, he lives in Bear Canyon Valley, and he’s got freedoms he never had before, but his dragon is angry. He misses their home country. What’s a dragon shifter to do when shifting into his dragon—and running off is not an option. Not in a world where dragons are hunted. When did the apex predator of all shifter types become the hunted? He gives his dragon his head and they roam, flying over Bear Canyon Valley regularly.

      

      This day was anything but regular though. He’s come across a beautiful stranger with a problem. He’d have thought he could provide help until he had a problem of his own. Stuck mid-shift, he finds himself at her mercy and at the mercy of those hunting her.

      

      Jolie Anker’s not simply a girl on a hike. She’s harboring a secret that could bring doom to the Bear Canyon Valley clan.  She’s a refugee from a wizard and his bear shifter flunkies. She’s had her power stripped and has no clue if she can muster enough to deal a blow to the dastardly wizard. But now, as if things weren’t complicated enough, she’s run into a dragon shifter who seems hell-bent on not minding his own business. Who said she needed saving?
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      “We have to escape,” Jolie whispered to Blaise.

      She and Blaise, another sorceress, had been captive for such a long time. More than a year, of that, Jolie was certain. How many more than that she didn’t know.

      Chained between Blaise and Jolie was a sorceress who was older—though her age was hard to discern, as sorceresses were long-lived, and this one simply looked to be in her late thirties. Or early forties. A beautiful woman, with long dark hair, laugh lines at her eyes that were long-unused, and a body that had probably been voluptuous once but was now underweight.

      Jolie didn’t know the sorceress’s name, though they’d been next to each other all this time, captives of a sorcerer named Orkney who used witchery to sap their mana in order to enhance his own. Day in, day out, twice daily, he entered the room they were chained in and pulled their mana from them. There were more witches, not just Jolie and Blaise and the one between them, but the others were across the large cavernous room, and some had been blocked from view by half walls.

      The room, a roughhewn stone-walled abyss, had no windows—hence the paleness of all the sorceresses kept within.

      “I can’t,” Blaise whispered back. “I’m not strong enough.”

      “Yes, you are.” Jolie didn’t want her to give up. They couldn’t give up. If they didn’t get out of here, one day, Orkney would be the death of them. A sorceress could only use so much of her mana before it would start to pull from her life force, killing her. She and Blaise weren’t using their mana—Orkney was sucking it out of them. It wasn’t like they could stop him. Not when chained to a wall and kept drained of mana.

      “She’s not,” the sorceress between them said. “She can’t escape.”

      “No one asked you.” Jolie barely contained her anger. She needed help convincing Blaise. Not a naysayer.

      “It’s true,” the nameless one continued.

      “Your opinion doesn’t count. You won’t even tell us your name. All this time—” Jolie clenched her jaw. “Just shut up,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “What does my name matter? What good would it do you to know? It’s one more thing that would give Orkney power over me, if he can pull my name from your mind.”

      “How long have you been here?” Blaise asked Nameless, her voice still weak from their latest draining.

      “It doesn’t matter. What matters is Jolie needs to know she can do this.”

      “What makes you think I can when she can’t.” Jolie struggled against her chains so she could swivel to face the woman.

      “Because you’re not what they think you are.”

      Jolie scowled. “What do you mean? They think I’m a sorceress, and that is what I am.”

      “But, you are not.” Nameless shook her head slowly. “And you can defeat Orkney.”

      “Foolishness.” All Jolie wanted was to flee. This talk of defeating Orkney was pure silliness. “What do you mean I’m not? Not what?”

      “You’re not a sorceress.” Her voice was so low Jolie was convinced Blaise couldn’t hear her. Or maybe Blaise had gone unconscious. Her head was sagging to her shoulder. Not unusual after a visit from Orkney.

      “Of course, I’m a sorceress. If I weren’t, why would I be here?” She scoffed at Nameless. “What am I, then?”

      “Find your center. It’s deep within. I’ve seen the hint of the aura of it when Orkney’s draining you. He’ll see it, too, one day. Then he’ll make life unbearable for you.”

      “Life is already unbearable.”

      “Nothing like it will be if he learns what you are.”

      “Is Blaise like me?”

      Nameless shook her head. “No. She is pure sorceress. You are not. Nor am I.”

      “Then why haven’t you tried to escape? To do something?”

      She didn’t respond, merely dropped her head to her own shoulder, her eyes closed.

      Fear took root in Jolie. This woman was crazy, but what if she wasn’t? How much worse could life get? She didn’t want to find out.
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      Jolie Anker ran headlong through the forest, the branches that formed obstacles wherever she ran clipping her face and arms. What she wouldn’t have given to have a path clear of brush.

      She dropped to a squat and listened. Was anyone coming? Were they? She didn’t believe for a second she’d managed to get lucky enough to—

      Damn! There it is.

      The sound of crashing through the thicket surrounding her. She had no choice. She’d have to use her magic and pray it still worked. She hadn’t accessed her skills on her own for so long—

      Enough second-guessing. The time is now!

      She closed her eyes, recited the words quietly under her breath, imagined a fog, thicker than sludge, then she flicked her hand with a twist of her wrist.

      A fog settled, dark and thick, but only visible to her eyes as the obfuscation spell took hold, encompassing her with invisibility, cloaking the sight, scent, and sound of her, yielding a forest without Jolie, at least to her pursuers’ eyes.

      “Where did she go?” A gravelly voice came from so near she almost yelped in alarm. She knew that voice. Bram. One of the guards. A bear shifter. One who delighted in tormenting her—as well as the others.

      “I have lost her scent,” Edgar, another of the guards, said. Edgar was also a bear shifter.

      Jolie allowed her muscles to relax—somewhat. She’d thought the obfuscation spell would be out of her reach. She’d last used it when she’d been visiting with the youngest of the coven members. And even then, she’d only just learned it. Unbidden tears filled her eyes. Those young sorceresses. What had become of them during the raid that resulted in Jolie being taken captive? Had they survived? Her last memory was of casting an obfuscation spell to hide them. She’d been new to her skills back then. Untested. A young, unformed sorceress, barely trained. Jolie had not enough power to hide both herself and the young ones playing across the courtyard.

      She’d chosen to hide her cousins with her newly learned spell. And she’d paid the price. She was taken, with three other sorceresses. Two of which had taken their own lives rather than remain captives.

      Had Jolie thought of joining the other sorceresses in death by taking her own life? Oh, that she had. She’d thought of it more than once, but it was not her way. She would escape.

      Escape she had. And here she was, though she’d left one of her coven behind. Blaise.

      Praise all that is sacred to our kind. She still had her magic. She laid her head against her knees. She still had her magic. She gave thanks for the spell working, for hiding her, and at the same time, she implored the powers that be it would stay in place long enough to keep her hidden from the hunters.

      “Lose her scent. It isn’t possible,” Bram growled. “They guaranteed her powers could not do this. That she was weakened from…”

      His words trailed away as he and Edgar walked on. Jolie contained the whoop of victory she wanted to expel at having fooled them. She had no clue when and if the obfuscation spell would fade and didn’t want to tempt fate by giving herself away. She ran her fingers along the fabric of her jeans, feeling for it. There it was. The imprint of the USB drive she’d slipped from the computer when they’d looked away.

      She had no idea what information was contained within, but she was fully intending to get it to the right people.

      If only she could manage to figure out where she was. And how to get out.
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      Matteo Berberis, dragon shifter, formerly of the Pontic Mountains, now in Bear Canyon Valley in the United States, strode through the woods in the mountain range above the valley. The ground was steep here, halfway between the top of the mountain and the base. The trees grew tall, casting shadows all about, making it difficult for the sun to filter through, keeping the temperatures much cooler than they were in the clearings, where trees were sparse. There was no clearing nearby, so he’d walked deeper into the wooded area, far from the spot where he’d alit in his dragon form.

      He was clad, as his kind shifted with their clothes remaining intact, though crumpled and askew. He walked alone, for he was the solitary type. Of all the dragons Salvatore Draecen had brought with him from the area once known as Anatolia, Matteo was the one who’d encountered the largest obstacles in assimilating with the shifter and other paranormal types in Bear Canyon Valley. His dragon posed the problems, not Matteo himself.

      He pulled out a topographical survey map Griz had given him of the area and studied it. Something seemed wrong with the map. It was off, somehow. He’d have to mention it to Griz when he saw him later. Funny, he’d never noticed it before. Then again, he was usually flying over the area. He’d never stopped and landed to shift into his human form on his other expeditions into the woods.

      And he wouldn’t have stopped today, but something caught his eye. A flash of light. And though his dragon had been reluctant—very much and quite vocally so—his inner beast had yielded control to Matteo and allowed him to touch down in a clearing not far from where he’d seen the flash.

      Probably nothing, he told himself. Probably a piece of glass someone had dropped long ago. But who would come out to this wilderness, where there were not even roads, and drop something?

      A hiker, he told himself. He was wasting time looking for something some careless, littering hiker had either dropped—or worse, tossed away. Then again, he’d have never seen the discrepancy on the map if he hadn’t stopped, for it hadn’t appeared from above.

      He took out his cell phone and was surprised to find he had a signal. With no visible cell towers, how did that happen? Another curiosity. He paused to sniff, hoping to get a clue of what had attracted his attention, to begin with.

      Dragon shifters were not the best at scenting. No, that was bears. Bears’ smell receptors were the strongest of all terrestrial creatures. But dragons were nothing to scorn. For certain, a dragon shifter could manage much better than a mere human.

      And so, armed with his dragon shifter sense of smell, he took in the air, let it travel across his olfactory lobe and receptor cells, discerning the different scents the forest offered to him.

      Bear. No, no. Not bear alone. Bear shifters. Two of them. Both male. The stench of them not quite faded yet. Oh, to be certain, he didn’t feel comfortable with his dragon’s categorization of bear odors as stench, but his dragon was an elitist. The dragon maintained his own kind was far superior to the bears that had been assigned to defend them.

      The Draecenguard bears shifters, part of the trio—including one sorceress—that were to protect the dragons, were always regarded with disdain by Matteo’s dragon. The beast had never felt they were necessary, but Salvatore was the leader, and, as such, his decisions were respected. So, when he created the Draecenguard, all agreed to let the trio of sorceresses and bear shifters protect them. One Draecenguard unit per dragon, except for Salvatore. When Salvatore was pressed as to why he had no Draecenguard of his own—by Matteo, of course, on behalf of his own dragon—Salvatore had given no response, keeping his reasons to himself.

      Matteo’s dragon had roared at the insolence with which Salvatore seemed to regard them, the beast headstrong and proud, and centuries-old, but Matteo had assuaged his dragon, hoping he would see the wisdom in staying with the group and, the same time, yielding to Salvatore’s direction.

      Many years later, when fate brought them to Bear Canyon Valley, and with it brought independence, Matteo was the first to rejoice, to encourage Salvatore to take the Bear Canyon Valley offer. He’d even gone so far as to determine that, should Salvatore go against the grain and determine to take them back to the Draecenguard days, he’d strike out by himself and leave his dragon friends behind.

      What Matteo’s dragon really wanted—and Matteo wanted himself, though not as bad as his dragon—was to return to his home country. It was all about timing, though.

      And as for Salvatore pulling the dragons away from the valley, that no longer seemed likely, what with Allegra being with child and settled with her fated mate. No, it would appear Salvatore would become a part of Bear Canyon Valley. As would the other dragon shifters. Matteo’s verdict was still in the air. For now, he was here. His dragon would inform him when the time came to move on. To find their own mate and begin to live the life fated for them.

      Back to the act of scenting. He inhaled once more. The bear shifters’ smells were not ones he recognized from the Bear Canyon Valley group he’d met thus far. Though he realized that maybe it was someone he’d not met. Was that unlikely? No.

      The odor of bear grew stronger. He stepped closer, following the scent. He felt bound to discern the presence of these shifters. To determine if they were friend or foe. To learn and to report to Griz, for it was Griz, the scar-faced bear shifter originally known as Larsen Del Cruz, who had given the dragons and their Draecenguard refuge from a hostile world which offered death and torment. For dragon shifters were the pariahs of the supernatural world. Exiled and hunted by all other shifters. Scorned and feared by witches and elementals. Wanted by none, save dead.

      A growl drew his attention. A threatening growl, from a large animal. One too close for comfort. His dragon bristled, roaring, pushing for a shift. Matteo drew the dragon back. Not yet, we need to assess the situation first. He surveyed the wooded area, seeking the source of the growl, turning swiftly.

      No sooner had he managed to take a 180 than a massive bear reared up on its hind legs. Next to him, another bear snarled and pounced. The first bear raised a paw, and with lethal six-inch claws, swiped as it lunged toward him. Shifter instincts taking over, Matteo jerked backward. The razor-sharp weapons struck home, though not as bad as it could have been. Had he not moved, he’d have been eviscerated if he’d stayed in the same spot.

      The second bear seized his arm between massive jaws, canines sinking deep into flesh and muscles.

      “Andare a puttane!” Matteo’s curse was in Italian, his second—and often preferred—language, and the one he tended to lean on during times of duress. And if ever there was a time of duress, finding one’s arm in the jaws of a bear whilst another bear tried to gut one, this would qualify.

      His dragon took over, and, in this instance, Matteo was more than happy to yield to the being. Their shift into dragon form was swift, for he’d practiced this act often, and disuse had not had the opportunity to make him rusty in this area. No sooner had the thought occurred than had the act been completed, and Matteo’s dragon stood before the two bear shifters, resplendent in his glittering emerald-green hue, scales glistening in the dappled sunlight filtering through the tall trees.

      The dragon shook his forearm mightily, flinging the biting bear loose and against a tree. The slashing bear that had clawed him raised his massive arm again to strike once more. The dragon threw back his head and roared, the sound shattering the forest’s innocence. He tried to spread his wings, in the ways of dragons, but found himself hindered by the trees. So many trees. So close together. None of the posturing would be possible in these close quarters created by maples, elms, evergreen, and brush.

      Flipping a quarter turn, Matteo’s dragon swiped with his tail, knowing full well the consequences of such a hit. The dragonstrike, lethal to all except those whom sorcery could protect, was delivered by the spur on the dragon’s tail. The spur caught the slashing bear in the chest, planting deeply in the fleshy, muscular, fur-covered beast.

      Matteo and his dragon had never used their weapon before. There had never been call to do so, but the reflex to defend with this deadly method was one that came so quickly, and so instinctively, there was no time to consider action before taking it.

      Seconds later, the bear collapsed.

      Matteo turned his attention to the second bear, only to find it was gone. He could hear it tearing through the underbrush, but it was no longer visible. He’d have taken flight, but the tree branches proved a barrier against becoming airborne. He turned his attention back to the first bear, pawing it with his dragon’s claws. The bear was inert and most definitely dead. He could detect no pulse whatsoever.

      Matteo paused to assess the situation. He wasn’t sure if this was a Bear Canyon Valley citizen, but if he had to guess, he’d have said not. Time to shift to his human and run to the nearest clearing so he could once again shift and fly back.
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      Dragons? How could that be? There were no dragons here. Were there? Tell that to her eyes. She saw a man—a stunningly handsome man—shift into a dragon. He’d killed Bram’s bear, and Edgar had taken off at a run. Unbeknownst to the dragon, he’d saved her life. How could she not do the same in return? She could not kill a man—or a shifter—yet, as she’d not gathered enough power to do so. Too much time under Orkney’s control. Having him stifle her mana, leaving her unable to practice the spells she needed to, saving what mana she had for the spells he mandated.

      Yet, even without the mana to kill the fleeing Edgar, she knew one thing she could do. She chanted softly, praying his enhanced shifter hearing would not hear her voice. “Beinlausie. Förgöne, beinlausie, förgöne.” She stumbled over the ancient mutterings, these words which had been passed on, from consciousness to consciousness over the ages, only uttered when needed, without the chanter necessarily knowing the meaning of the generations-old spells.

      Edgar’s bear dropped, his legs useless as decreed by the spell, his bones turned to mush.

      Giving a self-satisfied smile, Jolie leaned against the tree then slid down its rough bark, spent, and in need of regeneration. She closed her eyes, thinking of a new problem that had arisen.

      Dragons. There were dragons here. She had not known dragons existed in this country. She’d known a dragon, once. Just one solitary dragon. His mission was to protect her and the other sorceresses in at Dragespire, their castle. He’d guarded their kind for ages. Until he’d lost his bid to protect them that day, and Jolie’s life had changed completely.

      That dragon, Oiddras his name had been, had warned her dragons were rare, and all descended from a pair of dragons in the land of fire and giants. The blood from a mighty battle between dark and light had flowed and flowed, mixing with the lava and ash, dripping into a chasm at the base of a volcano where two beings were born. Their flesh and blood and bone were crafted by the obsidian, the lava, and the blood that had flowed into the chasm.

      Oiddras had smiled. “These were my ancestors, ages and ages ago.”

      Jolie had listened, for Oiddras was wise and all-knowing. Oiddras was also immortal. Or so all of the sorceresses he was charged with guarding believed.

      A young Jolie had been taken then, taken from her home and brought from one captivity to another, to finally be in the hemisphere once called the New World. In a country now called the United States of America.

      Oiddras had warned her of dragons. Of other dragons.

      Here, there were dragons.

      And she would have to steer clear of them.
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