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WHISPERS OF FIRE AND FAE

Welcome to Solstice City, a place where floating markets shimmer under the glow of rune-powered streetlights and where fate pulls sworn enemies into an electrifying dance of magic and mystery.

Lanae, a fearsome fae warrior whose blade is as sharp as her wit, fights for the honor of her realm. And Draven, the last of the mighty dragons, hides in human guise, haunted by betrayals that nearly annihilated his kind. When an ancient tether cruelly binds their destinies together, they must forge an uneasy alliance.

In a city bursting with secrets, shifting allegiances and forbidden romances spark against a backdrop of political intrigue stretching its deadly threads across fae and magical realms alike. Yet, a darker danger looms in the shadows of Solstice City. As realms collide and mythical creatures flood the streets, Lanae and Draven, alongside a playful baby griffin named Nero, must unravel the sinister force threatening to shatter the world’s fragile balance.

Dive into this thrilling fantasy romance where fire meets fae, magic intertwines with love, and redemption hangs in the balance. Every whisper holds a secret, and every shadow could be an ally—or a foe. Perfect for fans of intricate characters, lush world-building, and plots that keep you on the edge until the very last page.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Fateful Collision
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BLOOD DRIPPED FROM LANAE Nightshade’s blade as she surveyed the carnage surrounding her. Her muscles protested when she crouched to wipe her sword on the tunic of the last dark fae she had cut down. She stood, taking stock of herself, glancing at the blood covering her armor, making sure none of it was hers. Now that the adrenaline of battle had faded, the weight of combat clung to her, creating a deep ache in all her overexerted muscles. The stench of blood and death filled her nostrils as she gazed over the once-vibrant field, now a graveyard.

Their most vicious enemies had attacked Solstice City.

Again.

She cringed at the bloody carcasses dotting the surrounding fields, the grotesque sight a brutal display of the cost of war. Both comrade and foe had succumbed to death in this latest magical attack, but the kingdom’s warriors had stopped their attempted invasion.

Although they had spared the city, they lost another few acres of plowing fields to the tainted blood of the dark fae. Their poison was already leaching into the ground and withering the crops, turning the rich earth into a blackened wasteland. The view of the once fertile land now defiled and lifeless made her chest burn with a sense of loss.

Lanae swore this was their purpose. This was why the dark fae leaders sent their men and women to their deaths at the hands of the Solstice warriors: to poison the land and render the kingdom unlivable. Even with their elemental powers at play, the Solstice City guards couldn’t push these dark fae off the fields. It was as if they were building a wall against her powers over nature. Once dark fae blood spilled, she couldn’t manipulate the plant life to grow in the desolate fields. The thought of her power being rendered useless filled her with a deep, simmering anger.

Lanae’s gaze darted around at the remaining soldiers stabbing the enemy survivors too far gone for questioning. Her heart sank with each scene of violence. She searched desperately for her friends’ faces amidst the chaos. Rorik’s silver-white hair stood out in the darkened landscape. He was frantically trying to save one of the injured soldiers, his hands stained with blood.

As if he sensed her stare, Rorik looked up, meeting Lanae’s gaze. His stoic expression, which was so opposite of his usual exuberance, shot a sobering twinge to her heart. His eyes held the pain of loss, and his head swung back and forth in a slow arc. The guard he was patching up would not make it back to his family tonight.

She looked away, scanning the other soldiers until her gaze fell on one of the handful of females in the Solstice guard. Elara’s golden mane was splattered with blood and gore, but she still had a smile of triumph on her lips and that insane sparkle in her eyes that she usually got during battle. The sight of her friend’s unyielding spirit brought a small measure of comfort.

Lanae’s shoulders fell with relief. Although she had trained with other soldiers and had a certain superficial camaraderie with them, Rorik and Elara had been the only two she had truly clicked with.

Her relief was short-lived as Elara sent a finger wave and a nod toward the city. Lanae closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. The reminder that it was her turn to report on the battle made her shoulders sag even more. There would be no rest tonight—not when she had to recount the devastation of yet more crops to the demanding members of the Fae Council.

The council ruled over Solstice City, commanding the army and the citizens alike. Other realms had kings and queens, but they had the council of elders and the members were intolerable where any failure was concerned. And they would see this skirmish as another failure.

Lanae couldn’t blame her friend for gloating. If she didn’t have to spend the next few hours being grilled, she would gloat, too. She rolled her eyes and gave Elara a nod before she sheathed her swords and abandoned the battleground.

The city gleamed in the distance under the late afternoon sunshine, its towers a beacon of hope amidst the desolation. Although the sight lifted Lanae’s spirits, she knew by the time she arrived at the gates, the sun would have set and night would have tossed her blanket over the kingdom.

And tonight was a new moon, when Lanae’s lunar powers were at their weakest. The notion gave her goose bumps. She would need to be extra vigilant as she navigated the treacherous road back to the city gates. Her powers might be diminished, but her capability with a sword was as sharp as ever.
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LANAE APPROACHED THE GATES, her steps heavy with the day’s battles. She put her hand on the hidden pad in the middle of the ancient iron that only those within Solstice City knew about. If a fae touched anywhere else on the door, the iron would scald their skin. It was how the city kept their enemies out. The pad glowed at her touch, cataloging the unique lines and contours of her hand. When the magic in the door identified her, the great gears groaned as they moved into place, unlocking the gate and allowing her entry.

As she moved toward the Citadel in the center of the metropolis, she glanced up at the floating markets teeming with fae and other creatures granted asylum in Solstice City. The rune-powered streetlights glowed, casting a variety of colors on the streets below, transforming the cobblestones into a canvas of shifting hues. The hum of bartering filled the air. It was a comforting token of life’s persistence, which was more welcomed than the throes of death she had left behind on the battlefield.

Solstice City shimmered with magic, a vibrant testament to what they were fighting for. Magic that the dark fae wanted for their own nefarious purpose.

She remembered her father, a council member and a diplomat, negotiating the peace talks years ago. Every time they were on the cusp of a deal, another attack would occur, and citizens would die at the hands of the dark fae. Eight years ago, they were close enough to a deal to schedule the signing of the peace treaty. Then everything fell apart. She still remembered that night vividly. She and her brother arrived home from a late evening of school activities to find their home ransacked, and no sign of their parents.

That night, the war bloomed in earnest and all dark fae within the city walls were hunted down and slaughtered. Any portals within the city walls were destroyed, cutting off access to the city. And she was saddled with the burden of raising her brother and finding her place in the world. The Solstice City guard offered her a chance to find herself and earn a living fighting the very creatures who had stolen her innocence.

Every battle since reminded her of what she had lost, pummeling pain through her center.

The wind swirled, whipping the loose strands of her pink and white hair into her face and bringing her back to the present. She wiped her hair out of her eyes just as her shoulder slammed into a stranger, sending a jolt of energy through her and making her sidestep to keep her balance.

Irritation burned through her, along with a lingering tingle of power. But just as her gaze landed on the stranger’s emerald eyes, she lost the scathing response poised on her lips. She blinked at the intensity of the stare aimed at her and the crop of fiery auburn hair framing his rugged face. His presence was commanding, his aura exuding a raw, untamed energy that resonated with something deep within her.

His cross expression pulled a muttered apology from her lips, but she could not tear her eyes away from him. There was something disconcerting about his presence, something that both drew her in and set her on edge.

His green eyes scanned her and then returned to hers. “Watch where you’re going, soldier.”

His tone narrowed her gaze as ire burned through her blood in a zip line of aggravation. Who does he think he is, speaking to me in such a manner?

“I could say the same to you, sir.” Lanae’s hand dropped to her sword, the cold steel a reassuring presence at her side, and she skirted by him. Her knuckles brushed his, and another jolt of power filled her, sparking a curiosity she couldn’t quite quell. She continued toward the Citadel, but the encounter had rattled her enough for her to glance over her shoulder.

The man still stood where she had left him, his emerald gaze pinned straight through the center of her being. His open-lipped expression was enough to set her heart pitter-pattering against her rib cage. There was something undeniably magnetic about him, and as much as she tried to shake it off, she knew their paths were destined to cross again.
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DRAVEN EMBERWING STARED AFTER the gorgeous, pink-haired fae warrior who had stunned him stupid. Her image lingered in his mind: fierce eyes, a determined stride, and that striking hair cascading down her back in a tight braid woven of white and pink silk, like a wave of dawn and dusk. He had been so thrown from the power surge of knocking into her that all his mouth could come out with was a harsh reprimand. His hand still tingled from where her skin had connected and his pulse continued to gallop inside him, thumping in his ears so loud that the din of the market faded to background noise. The world seemed to shrink to the space between them, her presence overwhelming his senses.

“How much of an idiot can you be, Draven,” he muttered to himself as she slipped out of sight. Her departure left an unsettling emptiness. The regret of not even asking her name gnawed at him, a missed opportunity that felt uncharacteristically significant.

He had been looking up at the market, contemplating his route, when he slammed into her. But if he had seen her coming, his brain might have worked well enough to at least get her name. Instead, he was left with the lingering impression of her intense gaze and the electric connection that had sparked between them.

He shook the encounter out of his head and focused back on the market, where he had been summoned, and he also hoped to find a drink to soothe his erratic powers. The bustling market was alive with the vibrant energy of fae and other magical creatures, their voices blending into a symphony of bartering and conversation. With no other dragons left, the responsibility to reclaim the Dragon’s Heart crystal fell on his shoulders, a burden that weighed heavier each day.

The Dragon’s Heart, an ancient crystal of immeasurable power, had been under the protection of the Emberwing bloodline for millenniums. Its loss had been a devastating blow, one that Draven felt acutely. He had been too young to fight in the war where the Dragon’s Heart had been lost. But he still remembered the utter betrayal that befell his kin. It burned as if the fire within him would someday consume him and everyone around him in a blinding explosion of light and flame.

That fateful day, his father had been overcome by black smoke and he handed over the Dragon’s Heart, dooming all of them. His mother shooed him into a hiding place and ordered him to stay put until she came to retrieve him. He stayed, even when the buildings surrounding him were nothing but ashes. Ashes that blanketed over him, hiding him from the enemy. He stayed even after the last dragon fell from the sky and was slaughtered with swords and arrows. He stayed after the last of the enemies left and nothing remained but smoke and the dead. The memory of his mother’s desperate final command haunted him, a memento of the innocence lost that day.

But even today, Draven could still see that wicked, white-haired fae gloating as he held the Dragon’s Heart and fed off its powers, killing all those around him he deemed an enemy, including the dragons. The fae’s laughter, twisted with malevolence, echoed in Draven’s nightmares, a constant sign of the vengeance he had yet to claim.

That fae had been in his home, plotting war strategies with his father, pretending to be an ally. Time only deepened the wound inflicted by that betrayal.

That fae had cursed his father and led an army against the dragons, destroying his family, his actions searing into Draven’s soul.

That fae had forever tainted Draven’s view of fae as a species, turning what might have been respect into seething hatred.

Draven would much rather deal with an ogre than a fae any day, and twice on Tuesdays. Especially considering he had tried for centuries to find that white-haired traitor and turn him to dust. But that fae was as elusive as the wind. The hunt for the traitor had consumed him, driven him to the brink of madness, and yet, it had also given him a purpose.

As he continued through the market, the encounter with the pink-haired warrior lingered in the back of his mind, a puzzling enigma he couldn’t quite shake. Despite his loathing for fae, there was something different about her, something that called to a part of him he thought long dead. But for now, his focus had to remain on the Dragon’s Heart and the vengeance he had sworn to deliver.
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Dragon in Disguise
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INSTEAD OF CONTINUING TO the Citadel, Lanae diverted to her home. It would be in poor taste to step inside that pristine building with the blood splattering her uniform and boots. The thought of tracking dirt and battle grime into the hallowed halls made her cringe. As she approached her childhood home, she sighed. The building still shined with its pristine marble walls, broken by thriving vines that crawled all the way to the roof. In the spring, they bloomed the most beautiful moonflowers of white with accents of red and blue on the edges of the petals, their fragrance a hint of better days. Her gaze drew to the door and her family crest, a moonflower enveloped by thorns, which announced their status as diplomats.

However, she did not have a diplomatic bone in her body, even though the council expected her to. She was too caught up with raising her brother and trying to unravel the mystery behind her parents’ disappearance. It had been eight years since she and her brother had come home to find the house in disarray and no sign of their mother or father. No one in Solstice City had information regarding what had happened. It was as if they had just snapped out of existence, leaving a void that nothing could fill.

With all their connections, neither the council nor the guard were any closer to solving the secrets of her missing parents. The frustration of hitting dead end after dead end gnawed at her, leaving an ever-present ache in her heart.

She inhaled deeply and let it out as she cracked the entry open. Before she could even close the door, her younger brother, Caelum, bounded down the hall. Although Lanae looked more like their mother with her silver-blue eyes and pink and white hair, Caelum was the spitting image of their father, with his jet-black hair and liquid blue eyes. Someday, he would make some woman happy. But for now, she pushed him to excel in his studies and not let his attentions wander.

She braced herself for impact, and he slammed into her, wrapping her in a tight hug. His embrace stole her breath.

“I saw the battle,” he whispered against her ear, his breath tender and comforting. “But I did not see how you fared, and I couldn’t reach you with my mind.”

He trembled in her arms, and she squeezed a fraction tighter before pushing him gently away.

“I’ll always return home.” She tried to ease the fear in his eyes, but she knew better. Their insecurity flared when not in each other’s sight. The bond they shared was a lifeline, a tether that kept them grounded.

His eyes narrowed at her. “You shut me out again.”

Lanae raised her eyebrows at Caelum. “If I don’t, it could be distracting.” Any time she battled, she shut down the connections to reach her telepathically. Distractions in the middle of a fight could be fatal, and Caelum knew it.

He sulked. “Usually, I can sense you. But this time there was nothing, and I thought the worst.”

She sighed. “It’s a new moon.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t even feel you when you were within the city walls.”

Guilt pressed down on her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think to open my mind back up. I was focused on what to say to the council.” She glanced down at his shirt, which now held traces of grime from her armor. The sight of blood on him twisted something deep inside her. “It looks like we both need to change before I head off to report on the battle.” She closed her eyes and erased the barrier in her soul that she had put up prior to combat.

Warmth flooded into her mind, followed by Caelum’s relief. With the connection between them reestablished, the comforting presence soothed her frayed nerves.

Thanks, sis. Caelum’s voice filled her senses, bringing a small smile to her lips.

“I need to get changed.” She squeezed his hand and then headed through the entry and down a short hall to her quarters. The familiarity of her home comforted her weary soul.

Green and violet shades greeted her as she opened her door. The softness of her room took the edge off. By the time she had cleaned the blood off her skin, patched the various scratches from combat, and changed out of her armor, she felt more like herself than the fierce warrior persona she adopted in the fields beyond the gates. The transformation back to her everyday self was always a jarring, yet necessary ritual.

As she unbraided her hair, the day’s events crawled under her skin, a persistent itch she couldn’t scratch. The dark fae fought without emotion, as if they were only going through the motions and not waging war.

None of it made a lick of sense.

Lanae decided she needed a detour before she recounted the death and destruction of the day to the council.

One that would give her the steel spine she needed in front of those critical fae.

And she knew exactly where to go to get that resolve. Mystic Spirits. Home of some wildly psychedelic cocktails. The thought of their potent drinks brought a hint of a smile to her lips at the promise of a temporary escape from her responsibilities.
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DRAVEN CLIMBED THE FLOATING stairs to the market. The air was thick with the aroma of spices and magic, a heady mix that made his senses tingle. He slipped into the tent advertising mind-bending cocktails. The fabric entrance fluttered shut behind him. Inside was dark enough for his eyes to shift, allowing him to see clearly in the dim light. Shadows danced across the walls, creating an atmosphere of mystery and intrigue. He wasn’t sure who he was meeting, but he had a feeling whoever had sent him the note hinting at a secret he’d want to know would recognize him in a flash.

He sauntered to the bar and leaned against it, waiting for the chipper bartender with the million-dollar rack to notice him. Her bluish skin radiated under the dull lights, and he blinked his eyes back to his human persona. He didn’t want the djinn to see any part of his true form. The last thing he needed was to attract unwanted attention.

Draven caught her eye, and she grinned, flashing blinding teeth. She sidled up to him, nearly salivating, as her gaze raked over him. Her eyes sparkled with a predatory gleam, and he could almost feel her hunger.

He tried not to scowl. All he needed was a djinn to latch onto him with empty promises just so they could sink their teeth into his flesh. Djinn fed off the essence of others, like a metaphysical vampire. Once a wish was granted, the benefactor became just a feed bag for the djinn.

“What can I get for you?” 

Even the purr of her seductive voice prickled his skin, tempting him to make a wish. He just shook his head and surveyed the crowd, trying to ignore the pull of her magic.

“How about I get you the house special?” Her voice dripped with allure.

He nodded without meeting her gaze. A moment later, a stein of liquid slid to the spot in front of him. He flipped a gold coin onto the bar as payment.

The clicking of a tongue from behind the counter drew his gaze. “Gold may mean something on the streets below, but up here we trade in magic or favor.” The bartender licked her lips as her eyes grazed down his body, her interest unmistakable.

It had been years since he had been back to Solstice City, and he only returned because his contacts tracked that fucking fae to the one place he swore he’d never set foot in again. His former home. The city responsible for all his nightmares.

“Unless you’d like your neck snapped, I suggest you take that as payment.” His voice broadcast a warning that brooked no argument.

The bartender paled at his growling voice, and then she reached out, taking his coin before scuttling away in a rush to busy herself with the other patrons. Draven’s presence had a way of unsettling people, and he used it to his advantage.

Draven sniffed the drink. A fruity whiff overtook him, along with undertones of whiskey. His first sip gave way to an explosion of citrus, followed by the sweet bite of alcohol. Smooth. And it wasn’t as unpleasant as he imagined. He took a heftier sip and indulged in the sensations on his tongue before he swallowed. Warmth spread through his chest.

“Dragon.”

The whisper lifted his gaze from his drink. He scanned the bar, but he could not locate the source of the hushed word. His skin prickled, and he ground his teeth together to stave off his annoyance.

Draven hated playing games.

He turned his back on the crowd and focused on his drink. Out of the corner of his eye, a smoke form solidified on the seat next to him. Great. A frickin’ yôkai. He pivoted toward the smoke-based being next to him, taking stock of him with a suspicious eye.

“Dragon.” The yôkai tilted his head in a sign of respect.

He did not want his ancestry announced here, of all places. “It’s Draven. And who the hell told you what I am?” He sent a searing glare at the yôkai.

“Marcel mentioned you and your quest.” The yôkai’s voice was smooth, almost too smooth, and it set Draven on edge.

Marcel, a sprite he had befriended and ultimately employed as a spy, was one of the few beings alive who knew what Draven was. He also was the one who informed him that his nemesis had been seen in Solstice City. “Why would he divulge that information to you?”

“I am an avid historian, and Marcel came to me for information, and here in Solstice City we deal in magic and secrets.” Smoke settled around the yôkai as he shrugged. “I am Varkir. It is nice to meet your acquaintance.” He offered another respectful tilt of his head.

Draven studied the gray-skinned man, from his sallow cheeks to his near-white eyes and then the rags hanging off him as if he remained in some ethereal wind that Draven couldn’t feel. He fished in his pocket and produced the note that had been on his pillow when he returned from the baths this morning. “I assume this was you?”

A smile formed in the smoke surrounding Varkir and then settled onto his face. “Indeed.”

“What secret would I be interested in?” He pocketed the note and took another sip of his drink. He just wanted to get back to his room, take off his boots, and stretch out in bed with a good book. Being out amongst the fae made him itch to let his fire loose.

“I see there’s no foreplay with you,” Varkir sneered at him.

Draven’s lips tilted into a smirk. “I’m not interested in foreplay. I’m just here for information.” He sucked in another sip of the drink and let the flavors soothe the burning in his veins.

Smoke puffed out of Varkir’s mouth, along with an audible sigh. “You are no fun.”

“You want to have fun? Engage with the bartender.” Draven nodded toward the pretty djinn. “After you tell me what you dragged me to this godforsaken tavern for.” Draven sliced a warning glance at Varkir.

“I’ve heard rumblings that a very dangerous stone has fallen into the wrong hands.”

Draven’s heart rate picked up. “What stone?” he asked with genuine curiosity, his interest piqued.

Varkir’s mouth widened into a strange smoke smirk. “I see that sparkle in your eyes. But no, it is not the Dragon’s Heart. The gauntlet stone is much more dangerous than that gem.”

A commotion at the door pulled Draven’s gaze away. He caught sight of pink hair, and whatever Varkir was droning on about faded into background noise. By the time he looked back at the seat next to him, Varkir had disappeared again.

For the second time today, that pink-haired fae caused aggravation to flow through his form like a vibrating piece of metal.
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LANAE STEPPED INSIDE MYSTIC Spirits. The familiar hum of conversation and clinking glasses washed over her. A couple of her fellow warriors made catcalls at her, their voices a mix of camaraderie and teasing. They still had their blood-soaked armor on, whereas she was all cleaned up enough to face the council. She shushed them with a wave of her hand. A small smile played on her lips as she headed toward the only free seat at the bar.

A head of striking red hair slowed her approach until he had the audacity to shoot a dagger-filled glare over his shoulder at her. That one look brought the ire to the surface, but she would not shy away from a drink because of an overbearing dickhead.

She slid into the seat next to him, aware his gaze still tracked her movements. Lanae gave a wave to Nicoli, the bartender who she also played dice with once a week in the city’s women’s group. She started to attend after her parents vanished to distract herself from the constant urge to uncover the truth. It also gave her insight into the different species that lived in Solstice City apart from the fae.

Nicoli approached with a scowl aimed at the man sitting next to her. Instead of chatting, she put the house special in front of Lanae. “Heading to the council?”

“How’d you guess?” Lanae replied, trying to keep her tone light.

“News travels fast. It’s on the house.” Nicoli nodded toward the drink and then dipped her head in respect before returning to the rowdier crowd at the other end of the bar.

The man next to her snorted as he tipped his drink to his lips. The sound grated on her nerves.

She finally speared her gaze at him, and her breath locked in her chest. Fiery-red hair, emerald-green eyes, not a freckle to be found on his tanned skin. His strong, chiseled chin jutted out with arrogance at her study of him. This close, he was the most attractive man she had ever seen. Too bad his personality did not match his stunning physique.

She took a breath and sipped her drink, savoring the flavor and the way the alcohol slid down to her stomach, heating everything it touched. “You have something to say?” Lanae’s voice carried the edge of irritation.

“Nope.” Hostility radiated off him in waves. He tilted his glass as if draining the cup and then slammed it down on the counter. He side-eyed her as he wiped his lips with the back of his hand, the gesture dismissive.

“What did I ever do to you?” she demanded, her patience wearing thin.

He swiveled the seat toward her, and his knees brushed hers. A jolt of energy rushed through her like a lightning strike, leaving her breathless.

He jerked back and stared at where their knees had touched. He blinked and then met her gaze, his eyes narrowing.

The rush of energy petered out into a tingling sensation, but it didn’t go away like it had on the street below. It sizzled like a lit candlewick hitting the last of the wax.

His eyes shifted to reptilian citrine with an elongated pupil before snapping back to the bright-green eyes they had been moments ago. Although she had seen many differing species here in Solstice City, she had never seen eyes shift like his just had.

“What are you?” The din of the bar almost drowned out her voice.

“I could ask you the same.” He rubbed his knee absently.

The deep timbre of his voice layered over her like a cozy blanket. “I am fae.” She straightened her back and flipped her hair over her shoulder, ignoring the gooeyness inside her triggered by his spoken word. She had never had cause to swoon before, but this man’s voice nearly undid her.

His lips pinched into a tight line, and he slid off the chair as if he were going to leave. He hesitated, and his head shook back and forth as if he were reprimanding himself. Then he spun on his heel and faced her. “I’m sorry. I’ve had a pretty trying day today. I’m Draven Emberwing.” He bowed in salutation, the gesture surprisingly formal.

She stared at him, and her brain stalled. “I’m not royalty,” she sputtered, feeling foolish.

A dimple appeared in his cheek and then his face transformed as his lips curved into a smile she could stare at for hours. “You’re a warrior, are you not?”

Heat flushed her cheeks, and she focused on her drink, taking a sip to gather her wits. “Yes. Lanae Nightshade.” She dipped her head before her gaze found his again. “I have not seen you around before.”

His grin slipped off his face. “Solstice City does not carry pleasant memories for me. It’s been years since I’ve graced these walls.”

“Well, I hope this time your view of our city changes.” She finished her drink because she had delayed the inevitable long enough. “Maybe I will see you again,” she added as she slid off her stool, the words tinged with a hint of hope.

“May I escort you to where you’re headed? These streets can be dangerous at night.” He waved toward the door with a genuine offer.

“I’m a fae warrior.” She raised an eyebrow, challenging his chivalrous offer.

“Yes. But a woman walking the streets alone at night...that’s an invitation for trouble.”

It was her turn to shine a smile at him. His pupils devoured his irises, and he stepped back as if her pearly whites were too bright for him to deal with. “Trouble avoids me like the plague.”

He chewed on the edge of his lower lip, the gesture almost endearing.

“As much as that sounds divine, I need time to formulate my thoughts. I’m heading into what will probably be a grueling few hours of being drilled regarding battle tactics by fae who have never once picked up a sword and stepped into a combat situation.” She offered a conciliatory smile. “And I need to have my wits about me.”

Confusion marred his brow. “And my walking with you...”

“You’re distracting,” she blurted, and then covered her mouth with her hand. Her eyes widened and her cheeks burned with embarrassment.

He bowed at her again. “Then perhaps our paths will cross again at a less distracting time for both of us.”

Lanae forced her legs to move away from him, even though she would rather have had another few hours getting to know the sexy man who made her heart skip beats with just a smile. But she was sure that would wear thin, especially if the cockiness he oozed kept hitting her like a blunt-edged sword.

Instead of heading down the stairs and approaching the Citadel from the streets below, she cut through the market. Just before the stairs leading to the ground level, something in the alley to her right caught her eye. She stopped and retraced her steps, curiosity piqued.

She squinted into the murky darkness, trying to make out what she thought she saw. Movement had her striding into the darkness of the alley. She halted, her eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

Lanae crouched, her eyes narrowing as she peered into the shadows of the alley. “Hey there.” She held her hand out, her voice soft and soothing. When the small creature hopped out of the shadows, she almost pulled her hand back in surprise. The shock of seeing a miniature griffin pumped a shot of adrenaline through her, melting every inch of her skin and making her heart race.

The little griffin’s cuteness rivaled anything she had ever seen, with its small lion-like body and eagle head. One wing differed from the other, as if it had been damaged. The little guy must have fallen out of a nest somewhere because he was only as big as her palm. Despite its condition, the griffin’s eyes were bright and intelligent, and full of curiosity.

Lanae kept her hand still, her heart aching at the vision of the injured creature. The baby griffin hopped closer, cocking its eagle head to the side, studying her with an unblinking gaze. Its big, bright eyes stared at her, and it took her finger in its beak, testing it. The touch was light, almost like a tickle, and when it released her and squawked, she couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Come on, little one. I can’t just leave you out here for the cats to eat.” Her voice filled with affection, as if she had already made up her mind to protect the tiny creature.

The little beast tilted its head the other way, as if considering her offer.

“I’ve got a nice warm pocket here in my coat that you can relax in while I recount my day to the council.” She opened her coat, showing the griffin the inviting space.

The griffin pounced into her hand, its little razor-like claws retracting so they wouldn’t tear her flesh. It was as if the baby was protecting her from any damage. The movement was quick and sure, a leap of faith from the tiny creature.

Lanae stood and ran a finger over the griffin’s soft head, feeling the delicate feathers under her touch. The griffin purred, a soft, rumbling sound that sent a wave of tenderness through her. “I shall call you Nero.” The name felt right, a powerful name for the little survivor.

She slipped the baby griffin into her pocket and glanced inside to be sure the creature settled. It turned around three times, its movements deliberate and careful, before tucking its good wing in. Lanae carefully tucked the other wing into place, hoping it would heal, and petted the beast’s head once again, her fingers lingering on the soft feathers.

A content purring came from her pocket. She smiled as her heart melted. She continued her journey toward a very uncomfortable grilling by the council.
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