
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The mages need to find their lost dragons before it’s too late.

	 

	 

	Ansley has been looking for his dragon since Byron was taken from him a hundred years ago. The sacrifice of his shield and the man he was in love with was necessary, but Ansley can’t find peace, and neither can the other five mages he considers his brothers, who also shared that sacrifice. They’ve been without their other half for so long that some of them have lost hope.

	But not Ansley.

	Parker has no memory beyond the past hundred years. He’s been moving every ten years or so because he’s not aging—which probably has to do with his ability to shift into a dragon—but this time around, it’s harder to leave everything behind. He doesn’t have a choice, though.

	When Ansley finally finds the right spell, it leads him straight to Byron. But Byron isn’t Byron anymore. A hundred years and no memories turned him into a new man.

	A man Ansley likes even more than he did Byron.

	Ansley’s job is to find the other five dragons, but with the threat that caused the mages to lose the dragons rising again, he might not be able to do it in time.

	And if he can’t, it could mean death for all of them.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Seeking spells. They hadn’t been Ansley’s specialty until he and the other mages had lost their dragons. Since then, he’d cast hundreds of them, if not more, and not one had worked. What did he have to do to get his dragon back? To bring the dragons back to all the mages?

	That was what Ansley had been obsessing over for decades. He’d started with the simplest spells when he and the others were still healing from the fight with Carlyle, and when those hadn’t worked, he’d moved on to more complicated spells. By now, he’d reached the point where he was modifying the spells to give himself hope that one day, he’d find the dragons.

	Yesterday had not been that day. He wasn’t sure about today yet, but he’d try.

	He always did.

	“You could get your head out of your books at least during the meals,” Jarvis teased from the other side of the table.

	Ansley blinked up at him. “What?” He’d heard Jarvis, but his brain was having a hard time making sense of the words. He was always like this when he was deep in thought, especially when thinking about spells, which was pretty much always these days.

	Jarvis’s smile was indulgent. “Never mind. What has you so focused this morning?”

	Penley snorted. “What do you think? There’s only ever one thing on his mind.”

	Jarvis arched a brow. “Maybe, but he’s only doing it for all of us.”

	“I didn’t say it was a bad thing. I want my shield back as much as you do.”

	They all did. Even though they didn’t need their shields anymore, what with Carlyle being trapped, they didn’t feel complete without their dragons. It made them vulnerable and exposed them to other mages and danger, and it had been that way for so long that Ansley had lost count of the years. He didn’t want to think about how long he’d been without Byron. He just wanted Byron back.

	He got to his feet, not hungry anymore. Penley had reminded him he had work to do, and the sooner he started, the sooner he’d find the right spell.

	“You should eat,” Jarvis said.

	“I did.”

	Jarvis looked down at Ansley’s plate. “You should eat more. It won’t do anyone any good if you faint during a spell.”

	“I’m not going to faint.”

	Even though Ansley routinely forgot to eat. His entire focus had been on his spells and finding the dragons for so long that more often than not, he barely thought about anything else. He was lucky he had his brothers and the others who shared the castle with them. If it weren’t for them, he would have become a hermit who never left his rooms. As it was, the only reason he did leave them was that, like Jarvis had said, he needed food.

	Jarvis sighed. “Not today, but eventually, this will catch up to you. Do you really think Byron would want you to work yourself to the bone to find him?”

	A flash of pain threatened to break Ansley’s heart. “I don’t know what Byron would want,” he snapped.

	“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to get you to stop, just to take care of yourself. We don’t want to lose you. We’ve already lost too much.”

	Ansley looked around the table. Not everyone was there, but the ones who were present nodded at Jarvis’s words. It touched Ansley, but it wasn’t enough.

	It never would be until they found their dragons.

	Every mage had a shield. It had always been that way, and it always would be. The shields were dragon shifters who protected mages during battles and while they were casting spells. Both in battle and in spell casting, mages had to focus on what they were doing, which exposed them to whoever wanted to attack. That was where the dragons came in.

	Or rather, it had been.

	Most mages still had their dragons. It was just Ansley and his brothers who didn’t.

	He swallowed and grabbed his notebook from the table. “I have work to do,” he repeated.

	This time, no one tried to stop him. They knew it was useless, and he was both relieved and grateful. He shouldered a massive responsibility—finding the dragons. His brothers could do the same spells he did, but they hadn’t been working on them for as long as he had. Every one of them had their specialty, and spells of the seeking kind were Ansley’s.

	Yet he couldn’t find the dragons.

	Ansley quickly left the dining room. His footsteps echoed against the stone in the hallway, giving him the impression of an empty space.

	Like his heart.

	He didn’t fool himself. Finding the dragons would be hard, if not impossible. They all wondered why their dragons hadn’t found them in so many years, and while they couldn’t know for sure what Carlyle had done in his last spell, it had to have been bad. It had made the dragons stay away, something they wouldn’t have done if they hadn’t been forced to.

	Well, most of them wouldn’t have. Ansley couldn’t be sure about Byron because they hadn’t been that close, even though they’d shared the bond every mage and their shield shared. The thought of Byron staying away from him on purpose hurt.

	He needed to have more faith. Byron hadn’t known about Ansley’s feelings for him, but that didn’t mean he would have stayed away. Like all dragons, he understood how vital his role was when it came to protecting the mages. He’d have been here, doing exactly that, if he’d been able to.

	Which meant he wasn’t.

	Ansley and the other mages had obsessed over why the dragons were staying away for decades, and none of them had an answer. Ansley knew that a few of them had started to wonder if maybe their dragons were dead, but Ansley didn’t feel that was so. Maybe that was just because he wanted to keep hoping, or maybe he was right. Whatever the case, eventually, he’d find the dragons.

	The problem was that he didn’t know what state they’d be in when he did.

	He’d been playing with yet another seeking spell lately, but it hadn’t worked so far. He’d woken up this morning thinking about another tweak he could make while casting it, though, and he was eager to try. The hope to find the dragons had dimmed over the years, but it was always fun for him to play with magic. He learned a lot, which meant that even if they never found the dragons, he’d have benefited from all of this.

	But he’d much rather have the dragons.

	He turned the corner and slammed against a hard chest. Two hands grabbed his arms, keeping him on his feet, and he blinked up at another one of his brothers. Keylon hadn’t been at breakfast, but he was headed toward the dining room.

	“You have to stop daydreaming before you fall down the stairs or some shit like that,” Keylon said, releasing Ansley.

	Ansley rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry. I was thinking about—”

	“A seeking spell,” Keylon finished the sentence.

	Ansley glared at his brother, but there was no heat behind it.

	He and Keylon weren’t related by blood. Ansley wasn’t related by blood to anyone at this point, because his family had died long ago. It didn’t mean he was alone. He and the other mages he lived with had been together since before the spell that had torn their shields away from them, and they’d grown even closer since then. They were brothers, even though there was no shared blood between them. There didn’t need to be.

	“I thought of another tweak I can make that should work,” Ansley told Keylon.

	Keylon didn’t look excited, which Ansley understood. The only reason Ansley was still doing this was that he didn’t know what he’d do if he gave up.

	“Sometimes, I wonder if it’s worth it,” Keylon murmured.

	“If what is worth it?”

	Keylon gestured at Ansley. “You haven’t been yourself since the dragons were taken from us. I don’t like seeing how much you overwork yourself, and I’m not the only one. We need you to be healthy, and I’m not sure you are.”

	Ansley bristled. “What would you want me to do? Give up? Do you think I can’t find them?”

	Keylon hesitated. “We don’t even know if they’re alive.”

	It hurt to hear those words, especially because it was something Ansley wondered every time he cast a seeking spell. Why couldn’t he find the dragons? Why hadn’t they found the mages?

	He straightened his back. “I don’t know if they’re still alive, but if they are, I’ll find them, even if it kills me.”

	“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Keylon said. There was real fear in his voice.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The loud music made the floor vibrate under Parker’s shoes. He was used to it and hummed along to the rhythm as he filled a glass with beer. He placed the glass onto the counter, sliding it toward the man who’d ordered it. The man nodded and took the glass, stepping away from the counter and freeing a spot there.

	From behind the bar, Parker saw the door open. The place was fairly busy, which was good, but he was exhausted and couldn’t wait for this night to be over. He wanted nothing more than to go home, shower, and get into bed.

	Matthias walked in.

	Parker grinned even though Matthias wasn’t a client. Matthias looked up, grinned back, and waved, and Parker got his best friend’s favorite drink ready.

	Every movement Parker made was familiar. And not for the first time, the thought of leaving all of it behind made his chest ache. He didn’t want to go. This place had been his home for almost a decade by now, though, and it was time for him to move on. If he didn’t, someone would end up noticing he wasn’t aging, and he’d be in trouble.

	If only he could remember what had happened to him, maybe he’d be able to find where he belonged.

	He shook himself. He had things to focus on, and his fucked-up memory wasn’t one of them. Who cared if he didn’t remember who he was? He didn’t need to remember. He just had to be here, do his job, and earn money. He’d need it when he moved.

	And he would have to soon.

	It wasn’t something he could avoid. People tended to notice when he didn’t age, and he’d already stuck around this small town for too long. The only reason he had was Matthias, and he was surprised his best friend hadn’t noticed anything weird about him in the years they’d been friends. He would eventually, and Parker wouldn’t know what to tell him when he did.

	Yeah, I’m not aging, and by the way, I can turn into a massive fucking dragon, but I’m still your best friend, right?

	Parker snorted. He had no idea how Matthias would react if he said something like that, but he wanted to believe it would be good. Matthias loved romance and fantasy novels and movies, and he’d be excited to have his own dragon shifter.

	Maybe.

	Or maybe he’d freak out and run away screaming, and Parker would have to leave in a rush. He didn’t want to think of a world in which Matthias hated him or was afraid of him, which was why he’d never told Matthias about himself. He never would, either. The thought of leaving Matthias behind without explaining what was happening hurt, but Parker wasn’t sure there was any way around it.

	Matthias finally reached the bar and beamed when Parker placed a glass in front of him.

	“Love you,” he said, grabbing it and taking a sip.

	Parker rolled his eyes, pushing the pain and confusion away for a bit. “You only love me for my bartender skills.”

	“Why else would I?” Matthias asked with a wink. He leaned against the counter and looked around. “It’s hopping tonight. I bet you’re exhausted.”

	“I am, but it’s good to have so much business, so I’m not going to complain.”

	“Oh, you are. It’s going to be all my back hurts, my feet hurt, and I’m tired.” Matthias hunched his shoulders and tried to sound like Parker.

	Parker scowled at him—he didn’t sound like an old man, dammit.

	“You’re getting old,” Matthias declared.

	Parker sucked in a breath. He wasn’t getting old, which was the problem. Still, he plastered a smile on his face, not wanting Matthias to realize that what he’d said hurt in a way it shouldn’t. “We can’t all be as young as you.”

	“We’re about the same age,” Mattias pointed out.

	If only he knew.

	Parker swallowed. He’d been thinking about ghosting Mattias, leaving without telling his best friend anything, but he couldn’t do that to him. He couldn’t tell him the truth, but the least he could do was explain he was planning on selling the bar. Matthias would be horrified and then angry, especially when Parker couldn’t give him an explanation he could believe. Wanting to see a different part of the country wouldn’t be enough, and even if it was, he’d insist on coming along. That was why Parker was tempted to just leave. If he did, Matthias wouldn’t be able to follow, which was kind of the point.

	Parker didn’t know what any of this meant. He didn’t know if his immortality and the fact that he didn’t age were linked to his being able to turn into a dragon.

	That was how he’d woken up a long time ago. The first thing he remembered was opening his eyes to see he was on the ground in a forest. He had no idea how he’d gotten there, but he’d been in his dragon form. He’d shifted back quickly. It had felt natural, as if it was something he was used to doing, but he’d known that most of the world around him was human. He’d always hidden that he was a dragon shifter, and he always would.

	The problem was that when he’d awakened, he hadn’t known anything about himself. He remembered the world was human and that he needed to hide his dragon and most of the things normal people would remember, but nothing about himself or his life. He didn’t know if he had a family. He didn’t know how he’d ended up in the forest.

	He didn’t even know his name.

	For a while, he’d changed his name every time he moved. It had felt like a new start every time, and he’d needed that, but he’d grown tired of it. He didn’t want to continue moving. He wanted to settle down, maybe find someone he could share his life with.

	As if he could ever have that.

	He was lucky he’d found a best friend this time around. Usually, he tried keeping people away because it hurt too much to lose them when he had to move on, but Matthias hadn’t taken no for an answer. He’d pushed his way into Parker’s life until he’d become part of it, and he’d made Parker’s days and nights less lonely. Parker didn’t want to go back to being alone, or to leave Matthias behind.

	But he would have to.

	He swallowed and looked around. Everyone had a drink, which meant he had a few moments to talk to Matthias. He leaned forward, his heart in his throat, words on his lips. “Mattie?”

	Matthias twisted to look at Parker. “Yeah?”

	“I need to tell you something.”

	Matthias turned around to face Parker. “You don’t look good. Are you getting sick? I can take over the bar if you want to go home.”

	The door opened again, getting both their attention. A woman came in, and Parker knew the moment was over.

	“Hey, it’s Jasmine,” Matthias said, pointing at his sister. “Maybe she could take over for a while, and I can take you home.”

	Parker forced himself to smile. “I’m fine.”

	“Are you sure? You look a little pale.”

	“Like you said before, I’m tired and getting old. That’s all.”

	Matthias stared for a moment. Parker had no doubt his best friend knew he was lying, but thankfully, Matthias didn’t say anything about it. Parker would have broken down into tiny pieces if he had.

	Instead of letting the heartbreak get to him, he focused on work. It was the safest thing for him to do right now, but unfortunately, it didn’t solve his main problem.

	Should he ghost Matthias and hurt him in a way Matthias might never recover from, or should he tell him he was leaving and deal with the outcome of that?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Where do you need this?” Etta asked. She raised the candle she was holding so Ansley could see what she was talking about.

	He peered down at his notes. “At the top of the circle,” he directed.

	She nodded and set the candle down, then took a step back. She wasn’t a mage, just a human, but she knew the truth about Ansley and the other mages. They trusted her, which was one of the reasons she’d become Ansley’s personal assistant.

	The main reason was that she was awesome.

	“What now?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips as she turned to look at him.

	He peered at the circle he’d drawn on the floor of his office. They’d gathered all the ingredients for the spell, including the things Ansley had wanted to tweak. The only thing left to do was for him to cast the spell, and like always, he was nervous.

	What if it didn’t work? What if it did work?

	He swallowed.

	“Step to the side, like always,” he told Etta.

	She didn’t hesitate to obey his order. She flattened her back against the wall and gathered her skirt around her legs. She looked excited, but she always was when Ansley did magic. She didn’t even care if it didn’t work. She just liked watching him do it, and Ansley had stopped trying to convince her to step out of the room a while ago. The spell he was casting wouldn’t be a danger for her, anyway.

	He carefully stepped into the center of the circle, taking his notebook with him. He looked around one last time, checking that everything was where it should be. Etta had lit the candles, and the air smelled heavily of herbs. They were soothing, and Ansley focused on the scent rather than on what he was about to do.

	He clutched his notebook to his chest and closed his eyes. The room was warm, with the fire going in the fireplace. That was where Etta had dropped the herbs that were burning and scenting the air, a careful mix that would help Ansley focus on the spell. There were other elements to the spell, gemstones and different kinds of wood which he hoped would make a difference. He could feel their energy pressing against him, pushing him and giving him support.

	Magic was everywhere around him—in the air, the water, the stone of the walls and floor. Ansley and the other mages could use that magic to do things, and in theory, they could do so without needing the candles and everything else. That was the case when it came to small spells, but for bigger things, Ansley needed to feel he was working with something physical, which was why he’d insisted on the stones and the herbs and whatnot. Eventually, the right combination of things would lead him to the dragons, or at least, he hoped so. He just needed to find the right way to cast the spell, the right wording to ask the magic to find his dragon.

	He took a deep breath, then another, and focused on Byron. He was somewhere out there, living his life, and Ansley wondered what that life was like. Hopefully, he’d find out soon.

	He regulated his breathing until it was nice and slow and the room was almost entirely silent. Etta was still there, but she’d learned how to behave when he cast a spell, and she knew not to distract him.

	She was the best assistant Ansley had ever had.

	Once he felt ready, he squared his shoulders. He reached out for the magic with his mind, smiling when it answered his touch. Keeping as much focus as he could, he gathered the magic and directed it to the map he’d placed at the center of the circle, right in front of him. The dragons could be anywhere, but he’d already decided to start with the country they were in. The US was big enough that it would hopefully contain at least a few of the dragons, if not more. Once he got the spell right, he could expand the search to other countries if necessary.

	Ansley focused the magic on thoughts of Byron. He remembered him as a human, even though it was getting harder and harder as time passed. Byron had been thirty-two when he’d vanished from Ansley’s life, and they’d only found each other a year prior to that. He wasn’t that much taller than Ansley, but instead of being slim, he was well-built, with broad shoulders and powerful arms that yielded a sword as if it were easy. Ansley had never known how to behave when Byron stared at him with his brown eyes, and he’d been too afraid to ask him for his thoughts.

	And Byron’s dragon. He was a brilliant copper color in that form, like metal. Ansley had ridden him many times, and he remembered well the feeling of having so much power under him. He’d started falling in love with Byron the first time they’d met, but he’d fallen deeper the first time Byron had allowed him to ride his dragon form.

	They’d still been trying to find a way to work together when Byron had been taken from Ansley, and Ansley wanted that opportunity back.

	He wanted Byron back.

	With Byron’s image in his mind, he molded the magic into an arrow. Then he threw it forward in the direction of the map. It would be easier for him to do this with his eyes open, but he was afraid he’d lose his focus if he did that. He could try again later if it didn’t work this time.

	Ansley didn’t know what would happen, but he knew what he expected. No matter how much he wanted the spells to work, they never did, and when he opened his eyes, he fully expected the same to have happened this time around. Instead, he heard Etta suck in a breath and quickly turned his attention to her.

	“What is it?” he asked.

	She pointed her finger toward him, or rather, toward the center of the circle. When Ansley looked down, he understood why.

	The map was still smoking. He hadn’t seen the fire, but there was no ignoring the burned spot on the map. Ansley dropped to his knees, reaching for the map but afraid to touch it. The burned spot wouldn’t disappear if he did, but it felt like it would.

	He touched the corner of the map and leaned forward. “Pennsylvania,” he whispered.

	Etta moved toward him, freezing when she reached the circle. She knew better than to step in when he was using magic, but the magic was gone now. It was peaceful again, resting after being used, and Ansley waved at Etta to join him.

	She dropped to her knees, too, and together, then looked down at the map.

	“Which one is it?” she asked. “Yours?”

	Ansley’s mouth was dry. “You think we found him?”

	“Isn’t that what the burned spot means? You did that on purpose, right?”

	Ansley nodded curtly. “I did. This was how the spell was supposed to work.”

	“Then it looks like it worked. Were you thinking about Byron?”

	Ansley looked away. He didn’t have to answer for Etta to know she was right. Maybe he should have started with one of the other dragons, but he was selfish. He wanted the first dragon they found to be his.

	“So Byron’s in Pennsylvania,” Etta said.

	Panic seized Ansley’s chest. “Shit.” He dropped on his ass. “I did it.”

	Etta beamed. “You did. You found Byron, and he’s in the country.”

	Not that it mattered. Jarvis’s specialty was portals, and Ansley had no doubt he’d take him anywhere on the planet if it meant finding the dragons.

	Byron was alive. The spell had worked. Ansley had found his shield, but he still didn’t know one thing.

	Why hadn’t the dragons come to them? Why had they all stayed away instead of reuniting with their mages? Byron might not have wanted to come back, but what about the others?

	The question Ansley had avoided asking himself was unavoidable now.

	What if all the dragons had wanted to stay away from the mages?


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“Maybe we should wait,” Ansley said.

	Jarvis looked at him like he was nuts. To be honest, Ansley felt a bit out of sorts. He’d been working toward this for decades. He’d been trying to find a way to get Byron back, and that was the only thing he’d focused on for so long that he didn’t know what life was like without that goal in mind.

	And now that he’d found Byron, he wanted to wait?

	But Jarvis didn’t understand. He and his dragon, Marlow, had been together for a long time. They’d been like an old married couple, even though they’d never tied the knot. Jarvis had faith in Marlow, and now that they were one step closer to finding the dragons, he couldn’t wait to get his man back. Ansley understood, but the relationship he’d had with Byron had been very different.

	Ansley was pretty sure that Byron had viewed him as an annoying younger brother, even though he hadn’t been that much younger. He’d kept Ansley around because he had to and it was his duty, but he’d never seemed very interested in him. On the other hand, Ansley had fallen madly in love with him, and sometimes, he wondered if Byron had known and that was why he’d stayed away after he and the others had disappeared. Maybe he’d wanted a chance to escape Ansley. Maybe he hadn’t wished to be Ansley’s dragon anymore.

	The problem was that mages and dragons didn’t choose each other. The magic did that for them. In this case, it had decided that Ansley and Byron belonged together. Neither of them had been able to refute that, even though Byron had no doubt been tempted.

	So the truth was that Ansley was anxious. What if he found Byron but Byron didn’t want him to? What if Byron had been hiding because he didn’t want anything to do with him? Ansley wasn’t sure he could stand the kind of pain that would come with that knowledge. He was also afraid of other things, like what if Byron had been dead all this time? Ansley had found him, but he had no way of knowing what state Byron was in.

	Jarvis grabbed Ansley’s shoulder and squeezed. It helped ground Ansley, but not enough to get rid of the fear.

	“I know you’re scared,” Jarvis murmured. “I am, too, and Byron isn’t even my dragon. After so many years of working on this, we finally see an end. We’re about to find the truth, and our world will drastically change once we do. We’ll finally know what happened to the dragons, and I realize it might not be good. We can’t hide from this, though. We need to know if our dragons are alive.”

	Even though Ansley had the same fear, he told himself to trust his instinct and the magic. “I know they are. Don’t you?”

	Jarvis smiled. “I feel that Marlow is alive, but I’ve been wrong before.”

	“You might have been, but not the magic. If it’s telling you Marlow is alive, then he is.”

	“Shouldn’t the same go for Byron?”

	“He’s alive.” Ansley was sure of that. He couldn’t listen to the fear that his dragon could have died. It wasn’t the magic talking. It was the part of himself that believed he wasn’t good enough and never would be.

	“Then let’s go find your dragon. Maybe we’ll finally find out why they haven’t come to us.”

	It would be a relief, but it didn’t help Ansley feel any less terrified. Still, he didn’t have a choice. He’d found Byron, and Jarvis and the other mages expected him to get his dragon back. They wanted answers, and having found Byron gave them hope they’d find their own dragon soon.

	Ansley wouldn’t disappoint them.

	He nodded, and Jarvis took his hand away. He raised it and murmured a few words, and a portal appeared in front of them.

	It was like a window to another part of the world. Ansley could open portals if he needed to, but it was nowhere near as elegant as when Jarvis did it. Jarvis hadn’t even had to close his eyes to focus, for fuck’s sake. He was also extremely precise, while Ansley had been known to end up in a different part of town from where he’d tried to go.

	Even in a different country once. But Ansley didn’t talk about that.

	After finding out where Byron was, Ansley had run to the other mages, and they’d started planning. Ansley had cast the spell again, this time with a map of Pennsylvania, and then once they had the name of the town, they’d printed a map of the place from the Internet. Ansley had pinpointed Byron’s position, which meant he and Jarvis knew where they were going. They’d used the Internet to explore the area around the spot where Byron was supposed to be, and Jarvis had found a good place to open the portal. No one would see them, which mattered, because they didn’t want humans to find out magic was real and all that stuff.

	That was why the portal had opened onto a wooded area. When Ansley and Jarvis stepped through, Ansley couldn’t see anything but trees, but he could hear the sound of cars nearby. He knew they were behind the bar where apparently Byron spent a lot of his time.

	Ansley’s heart stuttered.

	Jarvis looked around, then closed the portal. He knew where they were going as well as Ansley, but he didn’t move and waited for Ansley to make the first move. They were about to find Byron, Ansley’s dragon, not Jarvis’s. Ansley knew Jarvis would let Ansley do this the way he felt was better.

	The problem was that Ansley had no idea what he was doing. He had no idea what would happen once he found Byron, and he was afraid of finding out.

	“Let’s go,” he said, even though he wanted to run home.

	He started walking, but Jarvis grabbed his shoulder and turned him in the right direction. He didn’t even tease Ansley this time, but Ansley was angry at himself. His dragon was so close that he could feel the magic vibrating around him, yet he couldn’t find the right direction? It was no surprise that Byron had wanted nothing to do with him when they’d first found each other. Ansley was as much of a disaster now as he had been back then.

	He and Jarvis walked between the trees until they reached the edge of the wooded area. They stepped into a parking lot behind the bar the spell had indicated. It was the middle of the day, so the lot was almost empty. Two cars were there, though, and Ansley knew that one of them had to belong to Byron.

	“We should probably wait until the bar opens tonight,” he said.

	Jarvis shook his head. “We shouldn’t. We don’t know how Byron will react to seeing you, so it’s best to do this during the day when the bar is closed.”

	He was right.

	Since there was no going back, Ansley moved forward. He walked through the parking lot, then around the bar until he got to the entrance. The door was closed, but he still reached for it, pausing just before his palm could hit the wood.

	Byron was behind this door. Ansley could feel it. He had no idea how Byron would react to his presence, but he was here now. No matter how much it hurt or scared him, he needed to find out.

	He pressed his hand against the door and pushed it open.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	It was time to tell Matthias. That was why Parker had asked him to come to the bar this morning, when he wouldn’t have an excuse not to tell his best friend he was leaving. No one would interrupt them, and Matthias would have the privacy to rant and yell the way Parker had no doubt he would need to. Matthias would be heartbroken and angry, and Parker wouldn’t blame him.

	He felt the same way.

	He didn’t want to leave, but he couldn’t explain that. He couldn’t explain to his best friend that he seemed to be immortal and that while Matthias would grow old, Parker never would. Even if he tried to tell Matthias that, he had no doubt his friend would laugh in his face. He wouldn’t believe him, and Parker couldn’t blame him. He wouldn’t believe it himself if he wasn’t living it.

	But
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